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      To everyone who has dreamed about their own vampire prince…

      keep reading.

    

  







            Map of Eleyta, as drawn by Luna

          

          

      

    

    






FOR A LARGER VERSION, PLEASE GO TO: HTTPS://WWW.ELAYNARGALLEA.COM/MAPS

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Map of Eleyta]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Pronunciation Guide

          

        

      

    

    
      Hello dear readers, 

      Welcome back to Eleyta! This is part of a fantasy world, and I have included this pronunciation guide in case you find it useful. (But as always, please feel free to ignore me and pronounce the words as you see fit.) After all, the beauty of reading is that we all create worlds in our minds.

      

      Names: 

      Kinthani: Kin-tha-nee

      Marguerite: Mar-grr-ee-te

      Estrella: Es-trey-uh

      Ciro: See-row

      Montquartier: Mon-kar-tee-yay

      Triboulet: Tree-boo-leh

      Rhain: Rain

      Phyrra: Fie-rah

      Brollet: Bro-leh

      Zephyra: Ze-fie-ra

      Émile: Ay-meel

      Hycian: Hy-uh-sin

      Niala: Nigh-ah-la

      

      Gods:

      Kydona: Key-doh-na

      Ithiar: Ih-thigh-ar

      Isvana: Is-vah-nah

      

      Places: 

      Ithenmyr: Ih-thin-meer 

      Ipotha: Ih-poh-tha

      Eleyta: Ill-ee-tah
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      Welcome to Eleyta!

      Tormented takes place in a high fantasy setting that contains violence in several different forms.

      It also contains language, death, assault, sexism, blood, and mature situations.
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      It’s been a while, hasn’t it? Let me catch you up on what happened in Tethered. (Of course, please feel free to skip this part and jump right in if you’d like. I promise you won’t hurt my feelings.)

      Ciro, the priest who married Luna and Sebastian, Bound and Tethered them together against their wishes. Through many challenges and despite the circumstances that brought them together, the pair found love in their arranged marriage.

      They were investigating Julieta’s murder, which led them to Ravenwood Dungeon. Little did they know it was a trap. The People of the Night abducted them, and they both nearly died.

      Well…

      Perhaps we should leave the dying question for a little later. The point is, things were dire. But they survived.

      Onto other things. Marius, Luna’s brother, is sick with the Wasting Illness. This is, understandably, a concerning matter for our heroine.

      In order to save Luna, Sebastian made a promise to Queen Marguerite in exchange for Luna’s life. That might be important to keep in the back of your mind.

      That’s it, shall we get to it?
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LUNA

        

      

    

    
      The steady, distant sound of a singular, slow-beating heart drew me out of the murky blackness where I resided. Waves of pain coursed through me like the never-ending lapping of water against the lake shore. A throbbing, pulsing ache started in my head and it made its way down to my toes.

      My lungs hurt and my jaw ached. My throat was strangely dry, and a peculiar, metallic taste coated the inside of my mouth. A moan escaped me, and I licked my lips. That was absolutely the wrong move. Now, the pain was worse.

      My eyes refused to open, but maybe that was for the better.

      Thank Kydona, I was alive. That was good. But for the life of me, I couldn’t remember why all of me hurt so badly.

      A ragged, unsteady breath came from above me. “Luna?”

      That voice. I knew that voice. It spoke to the darkest, innermost part of me I shared with only one person. A twinge ran through me at the particular tenor that belonged to Sebastian. Prince of Darkness, Master of the Shadows, and… my husband. The mark on my arm that signified our Binding and Tethering tingled, sending jolts of awareness through me.

      “Yes,” I rasped. Dry as a desert, my throat felt like I had been screaming for hours, but I had no recollection of such a thing ever happening.

      “Don’t move,” Sebastian said. Relief tinged his voice, along with something else I couldn’t place.

      Keeping still would not be a problem. My head pounded at the mere thought of moving. But opening my eyes… I could probably do that. Drawing them open was an act that required intense concentration, but I managed it.

      Blinking, my lips twitched as my vampire’s face came into view.

      “Hi,” I whispered hoarsely.

      He returned the greeting, his form cast in violet from a single orb hanging nearby. Worry and pain filled his gaze as it flit over me. He pressed his mouth in a firm line, and his brows knit together as he stared at me.

      Then I glanced down, and I gasped. Copious amounts of crimson blood coated him from head to toe. My heart stuttered and my breath caught in my lungs. Sebastian’s enormous wings fanned out behind him, hiding us from view, but they did nothing to hide the evidence of death.

      This was the Prince of Darkness. This was the vampire they feared and spoke about in the corners of taverns. I probably should have been frightened. I should have cowered at the sight of so much blood. He was a killer. I knew that… but knowing something and being presented with cold, hard facts were two different things.

      I should have been quaking, but instead, I felt safe in his presence.

      He would never hurt me.

      My mouth opened and closed as I stared at him. “Did you…”

      “They’re dead,” he growled. “All of them. You don’t have to worry about them, my darling.”

      Cool relief flooded through me, and I relaxed. I wasn’t sure whose blood was all over Sebastian—my mind was fuzzy and a heavy, black brick wall blocked me from my memories—but I knew we had been in mortal danger.

      “You saved us.” The words slipped out of me, and I scanned his face, waiting for confirmation.

      Sebastian’s head dipped, and his fingers grazed my cheek. His touch was everything I needed. It was at once firm but tender, possessive but loving. The gentleness was utterly at odds with the blood covering his body. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m… alive,” I whispered. That was surprising, considering the blood and the never-ending pain coursing through my body. For a few moments, I had forgotten it, but now it was back with a vengeance.

      “Yes, you are.” Sebastian’s arms slipped underneath me, and he held me against his chest. The steady, slow sound of his heart soothed me, and I rested my head against him. He hesitated, which was strange, before asking, “Do you think you’d be alright if I shadowed us?”

      Why the question? He knew I hated being shadowed. It always made me feel ill, ever since the first time Estrella yanked me to Eleyta for our wedding. But judging by the blood on Sebastian, it wasn’t safe to stay here, either. Danger was clearly afoot in this place. Wherever here was. That barrier remained, hiding that information from me.

      But speaking, which was something I usually enjoyed, seemed like a lot of work. Even remaining alert was a struggle of monumental proportions. Instead, I nodded.

      Sebastian’s lips brushed my forehead in the lightest of kisses, and I shivered at his touch.

      “Hold on, Luna,” he said. “I’m going to get us out of here.”

      Shadows the color of spilled ink streamed out of Sebastian, darkening the space until light was a distant memory. As the black wisps wrapped around us in a dark hug, he held me against his chest. His expansive wings cocooned me in his embrace.

      The last thing I heard before we moved into the all-encompassing blackness was his hoarse whisper.

      “I’ve got you, Luna, and I’m never letting go.”
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        * * *

      

      We weren’t in the shadows for long. The moment they fell away, his steady footsteps sounded on a wooden floor. He bent, placing me on a worn armchair, and I opened my eyes once more, groaning. The pain was still present, but now that we were out of that place of death, I felt slightly better. A little more like myself.

      Sebastian crouched before me, his wings spread wide as he rested his arms on his knees. He did not speak, but he surveyed me carefully.

      “Where are we?” I asked after a few moments.

      This was definitely not the castle. Wood was everywhere, as opposed to the cold stone of Castle Sanguis, and there was a distinct warmth in this place that had never been present in Queen Marguerite’s home.

      Sebastian ran a hand through his hair, making his disheveled black locks even more unruly. “My cabin.”

      That made sense, if by cabin, he meant “mansion that happened to be constructed of logs”. Massive windows stretched to the tall ceiling, allowing the light of the full moon to shine into the expansive wooden space. Beneath my feet was a large midnight rug covering most of the floor, and to my right was an enormous couch—black, of course—along with a chair matching the one I currently occupied. An empty hearth stood against one wall, the distinct lack of flames sending a pang of sadness through me.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a staircase leading upstairs, but before I could crane my neck to investigate the second story, Sebastian’s hand went to my chin.

      “Look at me, Luna,” he said gruffly. His firm touch maintained an air of gentleness as he maneuvered my face until we were looking at each other.

      I focused on him, pushing all thoughts of the cabin aside. Something about this entire situation felt… not right, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

      My brows knit together, and I gripped the armrests. “What’s wrong?”

      He canted his head, those lips of his tilting down as he studied me intently. Once, I visited a zoo of exotic animals when I was studying at the university in Ipotha. There had been so many creatures there—lions, elephants, even beasts with wings that were a cross between a dog and a bird. I felt bad for them. They spent their entire life on display, and even though they were well-fed and their cages were large, they were still in cages.

      I felt like one of those animals right now. Instinct had me wanting to squirm, and I fought to remain still beneath Sebastian’s stare.

      Eventually, he asked, “Do you remember what happened?”

      Pursing my lips, I tried to think back. Those bricks remained in place, and I battled against it, seeking my memories. They had to exist, right? “I remember… Syndra.”

      “The witch?”

      “She lied to me.” A pang went through my head, and I groaned, pressing my hand against my forehead. “She said… Marius is the harbinger. Why would she say that?”

      My little brother was ill with the same Wasting Illness that was affecting some of the human villages in northern Eleyta. There was no cure that we knew of, and he’d been sick for his entire life.

      “I don’t know.” Sebastian shook his head. “What else do you recall?”

      A shooting pain rushed through me as I combed through my thoughts. “Syndra said I need to find the Fourth Order of Isvana’s Chosen. Then she… died. Murdered. Someone killed her.”

      The memory of the witch’s bloody corpse falling on me flashed through my mind, and I shuddered.

      “Then what?”

      I frowned, searching for the next thing that happened. Except, it wasn’t there. Syndra died, and then my mind refused to tell me what came next. Everything was black, like the shadows my husband controlled.

      The more I attempted to access my memories, the worse the headache became.

      “I remember… waking up and seeing you covered in blood.” I paused. “You were worried.”

      Shadows crawled through his eyes, and a black wisp slipped out of him. He leaned forward, taking my hands in his and rubbing circles on my skin. “What about before that, darling?”

      Why was he pushing me so hard? Shoving my face into my hands, I moaned, trying to focus. The answer was there, just out of reach. Frustration churned inside me, and I clenched my fists, my nails digging into the tender flesh of my palms as I attempted to access the memories.

      This felt like a test I was failing. The more I pushed, the worse the pain became. My mind was dark, and I couldn’t get it.

      “I… I don’t know,” I said, a tinge of desperation entering my voice. “Why don’t I know?”

      He peeled my hands away from my face, squeezing them gently. “A lot has happened, Luna.”

      The blood coating his body was testament enough to that fact.

      I asked, “Why don’t I remember?”

      He drew in a deep breath, appearing to steady himself. With every passing moment, worry grew in my stomach, twisting into a painfully tight knot. My mouth became unbearably arid as a thirst unlike anything I had ever experienced slammed into me. Like a key unlocking a door, it happened all at once.

      My throat rasped, my gums ached, and my head spun. Everything was loud.

      Far too loud.

      I could hear it all, as if it were taking place right in my ear. The howling, screaming wind outside. My heart’s frantic pounding. My rasping breaths. The gentle rub of clothes against my skin. The howl of a far-off wolf somewhere in the forest. A flap of wings. A branch cracking. The beating of his heart.

      How was this possible?

      I had never been able to hear Sebastian’s heartbeat before.

      That knot of worry twisted, evolving into panic as I looked up.

      Wrong.

      This was wrong.

      Why couldn’t I remember?

      Why was I hearing everything?

      And why, in Kydona’s name, was I so thirsty?

      Looking at a far point on the wall, I inhaled deeply and attempted to calm myself down. I was an academic. A scientist. I should be able to assess the situation calmly.

      Except, it didn’t work. The thirst was not normal. I was not normal. Now that I was focusing on myself, I uncovered a pervasive sense of wrongness permeating my entire being.

      And my throat.

      Never had I been so thirsty in my entire life. Having acknowledged the need, I couldn’t stop thinking about it.

      When I was ready, I peered at Sebastian. “What’s happening to me?”

      The prince crouched in front of me took a long breath, shaking his head. The knot in my stomach worsened as he bit his lip. Shadows swarmed out of him at an alarming rate, darkening the floor as he tightened his grip.

      “Sebastian?” I whispered. “What’s going on?”

      He traced my obsidian wedding ring, turning it around my finger as he fanned out his wings. He was a dark angel of death, and I couldn’t have looked away even if I tried.

      “You were dying,” he murmured, the tone of his voice echoing the storms swirling in his eyes.

      My brows furrowed, and I blinked. “I don’t rem—”

      “We were kidnapped, and you gave me blood.” Sebastian’s hand shifted, drawing up the sleeve of my tunic and rubbing my wrist. “Do you recall that?”

      The wall was still there, but flashes of memories made it past the barrier. Each one was accompanied by a searing pain. Darkness. Violet light. Cruel laughter. Then…

      “The People of the Night.” Goosebumps erupted on my flesh, and I shivered.

      The cult of vampires had abducted us, intent on making a living sacrifice to Ithiar. Sebastian had been weak, but I offered him my blood, and he accepted it.

      My words were slow and methodical as I sought my memories from their hiding place. “You drank from me.”

      Sorrow flashed across his face, and his mouth pinched together as he nodded slowly. “I did.”

      His thumb rubbed the Binding Mark on my wrist, sending sparks down my arm. Though his touch was light, my skin felt more sensitive than normal. Even the gentlest brush was echoed through all of me.

      I prodded against that obsidian wall, but it held strong.

      “My throat hurts,” I whispered.

      Sebastian swallowed roughly, drawing his shadows back into himself. “Can you describe it?”

      “It’s… dry,” I murmured. “Rough and scratchy.”

      He exhaled softly, his mouth falling open just enough to reveal his fangs. They glinted in the moonlight, and I went to touch them. He was a silent, beautiful winged statue as my finger trailed those sharp edges.

      “Sebastian…” Pieces were slowly falling into place, but I couldn’t… I was having trouble putting all of this together. I dropped my hand back into my lap. “I’m thirsty.”

      He dipped his head, his shoulders bowing as his wings brushed the floor. “I thought that might be the case.”

      “Someone else bit me,” I said. It wasn’t a question.

      Another pause, and he wouldn’t look me in the eye.

      “Who bit me?”

      His eyes filled with remorse, and a lingering silence stretched between us. With every passing second, worry bloomed within me.

      “Roman Brollet.” A fierce growl rumbled through his chest, and his voice hardened. “The bastard dared to put his fangs in you, and I killed him for it.”

      Sebastian’s words from earlier shot through my mind.

      They’re dead, Luna.

      “You killed them?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Every single one. They won’t hurt you again, my love. I promise.”

      Perhaps at one time, his words would have frightened me. Now, though, I had no room for fear. No room for emotions. Those could come later, and I was certain they would.

      Right now, all I could focus on was this current situation.

      “He bit me,” I said slowly, working through the puzzle of my memories as though it were a scientific experiment and not the recollections of my recent lived experience. “He bit me after you bit me, and that’s… a lot.”

      Sebastian dipped his head. “It is.”

      My hand moved of its own volition, rubbing my neck. The skin was smooth and unblemished, but memories of fangs and a searing, scorching pain filled me.

      My mouth dried as I tried to sort out what happened to me.

      The final piece was so close, I could taste it.

      I only had one question remaining.

      Moving off the chair, I dropped to the ground in front of Sebastian. He shifted, his wings curving around our kneeling forms. His breath quickened, and his eyes followed my every movement.

      Picking up his hand, I traced the Binding Mark. The red line of our Tether stood out in stark contrast to the markings. The tick, tick, tick of the clock was the only sound as I studied the magic tying us together. This was the reason we were here in the first place.

      When I was certain I was prepared for the answer, I asked, “Am I dead?”

      This felt real, but I supposed it could have been a dream. Maybe this was the gods’ idea of a cruel joke. Maybe there was no afterlife, and things continued on the way things were.

      “No.” His mouth formed a firm line. “You’re not dead.”

      Well, that was a good start. Being dead wasn’t exactly high on my priority list, after all. I had many things to do. A life to live. A sickly brother to save. Books to read. Hypotheses to test and research to undertake. A Tether to undo. A husband to spend time with. Preferably with fewer clothes on and in a less stressful environment.

      Being dead would have been truly frustrating.

      So this wasn’t a dream. This was real, which meant the pervasive wrongness permeating my bones was real.

      Something was different.

      “I’m not… the same,” I whispered. “Am I?”

      He paused, searching for words, but I already knew the answer. It coursed through my veins, matching my heart’s steady beat.

      My slow-beating heart.

      It was pumping blood, but its pace was nowhere near what would have normally been required to sustain mortal life. My lungs compressed and inflated, but I did not require the air they brought into me. Not like before.

      Raising my hand, I cupped Sebastian’s cheek. His cold, pale, icy, too-beautiful-to-be-real cheek.

      “Roman, he… his fangs… you were dying, Luna. Your life was ending before me.”

      Another puzzle piece fell into place. “I remember…. searing pain and endless agony.”

      Sebastian nodded, looking incredibly worn out as he glanced down at himself. His clothes were bloody and torn, barely hanging onto his shoulders.

      “Most of this blood is yours.” His voice was haunted as he spoke. “Roman, he… I found you and I killed him, but I wasn’t fast enough.”

      Furrowing my brows, I forced myself to think back to the temple. The final memory was so close, and yet so far away. The moment I got near, the black barrier slammed down on my memories. A strangled cry escaped my lips.

      “What’s wrong?” Sebastian ran his hands over my arms as though searching for an injury.

      “I’m. Trying. To. Remember,” I gritted out.

      This was no longer something I wanted to do. Pain or not, I had to get to those memories. Closing my eyes, I pushed back against that wall. Looming over me, the barrier stretched as far as the eye could see. Its midnight surface was smooth and shining, the shimmering flat wall taunting me for my lack of memory. It was strong, nearly impenetrable, but I had to know what was on the other side. This was one puzzle I refused to let go.

      Repeatedly, I slammed against the wall in my mind. Struggling against it, I pushed and prodded and shoved as hard as I could.

      I needed those memories.

      They were mine.

      I would not give up.

      When it seemed like it might all be for nothing, a silver crack appeared in the wall. Another. It was quickly followed by a third.

      They infused me with hope, and I renewed my fight against the mental barrier with vigor. I kept going until the wall was nothing but a pile of bricks at my feet.

      The moment the last one fell, the missing moments of my life slammed into me all at once. Visiting the prison. Syndra. Being abducted. Spending days thinking Sebastian was dead. Seeing his too-frail, nearly dead body with the stake protruding from his chest. Giving him my blood, his fangs biting into my wrist. The way he leaped off the altar, diving into the gloom.

      Roman.

      Oh, my gods.

      My eyes flew open as the last piece of the puzzle slid into place. “Icy darkness enveloped me after Roman bit me.”

      “Did it?” He didn’t seem surprised.

      “Everything hurt,” I admitted. “It hurt so bad. And then… it stopped. The pain ended.” I tilted my head. “Why did it stop?”

      “I wouldn’t have done it this way,” he murmured. “I want you to know that, Luna. If I had my way, this would never have been the choice I made. You deserved so much more than this.”

      “Why did the pain stop?” I asked again. I needed to know, to hear him say it. I was forming a hypothesis, but I was still missing data I desperately needed.

      Sebastian licked his lips. “I… You drank my blood.”

      I swallowed, and that burning, parched sensation was even more pronounced than it had been before. “I drank a lot, didn’t I?”

      He didn’t reply, but that didn’t matter. I was so close, I could work through it on my own now.

      “It was so dark, Sebastian. There was so much pain. Then I felt… you. I was almost at peace, I think. It was cold, but I didn’t mind.” Eleyta was never warm. “There were so many shadows,” I whispered. “It was so dim, I couldn’t see. Smokey, cinnamon… You gave me an astronomical amount of blood.”

      After a moment, he exhaled. “Yes.”

      “You didn’t stop me.” Again, it wasn’t a question.

      A part of me already understood what was happening to me. Maybe I’d known from the moment I woke, and the wall had been my mortal mind trying to save me from the truth. But there was no saving me from this.

      This dryness, this craving, the coldness running through my veins, the slowness of my heart were all pointing to one thing.

      He bowed his head, and his shoulders drooped. “I couldn’t stop you.” His stormy stare held mine as he reached over to the small table beside the couch and opened the drawer. I couldn’t have looked away even if I wanted to—those shadows drew me in and held me there. Sebastian dug through the drawer blindly before pulling out a compact mirror.

      Holding it to his chest, he leaned over and brushed his lips over mine. This kiss was soft and gentle and just enough so when he whispered, “I love you,” I knew he meant it.

      Then he gave me the mirror. Holding the cold metal in my hands, I flipped it open and stared at my reflection. At first glance, I looked normal, but then subtle differences appeared. The Luna staring back at me was too smooth, too perfect, too symmetrical. My skin was paler than normal, my nose straighter, and my eyes were…

      Black.
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LUNA

        

      

    

    
      “You Made me.”

      I spoke the words, hoping that hearing them would make them real.

      To be honest, it still felt like a dream.

      Sebastian didn’t deny it. He didn’t say anything at all. His eyes just searched mine, sweeping back and forth. Left to right. Again and again.

      Extending a hand between us, I tried to summon a shadow.

      Nothing happened, and a momentary flash of disappointment ran through me. All I had was a dry desert throat and black eyes.

      I asked, “Am I like you?”

      Running a hand through his hair, he sighed. “Not yet.”

      “What do you mean?” My soft voice was steady as I posed the question. Part of me wanted to panic, but more than that, I wanted to understand.

      He blew out a long breath. “We never talked about this. Making you… it wasn’t something I wanted to do.”

      “You didn’t want me to be like you?” Frowning, I stood and crossed my arms over my chest. For the first time since waking up, I realized I was wearing bloody and torn clothes. I shivered, taking a step back.

      “No,” he said quickly, following me to his feet. “That’s not what I meant, Luna.”

      “Then what did you mean?” Because from where I was standing, it sounded like he didn’t want me to be a vampire.

      He shook his head, stepping toward me. I moved back, but he didn’t seem deterred.

      “I want you in whatever form I can have you,” he said. “Human or vampire, it doesn’t matter. I love you.” His voice took on an almost desperate twinge, and my heart ached. “You are my life.”

      Rubbing the side of my neck, I tried to work through my thoughts. My scratchy throat was becoming more difficult to ignore as I paced back and forth on the carpet.

      The main floor of the cabin was large. There was a massive table, eight chairs, and the sitting area where Sebastian stood, watching me. Nothing seemed quite as imposing as he did. He was unmoving; dark shadows twisted around his feet and his wings seemed to suck the moonlight out of the room.

      This was too much.

      Moving to the nearest window, I gripped the frame and stared into the forest. Unlike our bedroom in the castle, the trees here looked close enough to touch. Snow-covered pine boughs dipped towards the ground, as though they were bowing to the land. The moon shone brightly, its light illuminating the woods all around us.

      The land looked normal. A deer wandered past the window, utterly unaware of the torment running through my veins. The tranquility of the forest should have been peaceful, but instead, it was a reminder of my inner turmoil.

      Still staring out the window, I asked, “What did you mean when you said this wasn’t something you wanted to do?”

      A pause, then shadows pooled beside me. Sebastian stepped out of them, standing as close to me as a person could get without touching. His wings spread behind me in an almost-hug, the gesture comforting.

      “You should have had a choice,” he said, emotion thickening his voice. “This should never have been forced upon you. And this, now… I won’t make this choice for you, Luna. It’s all yours.”

      His hand rested on the window frame beside mine. Mere millimeters separated my pinky finger from his thumb, but at that moment, it felt like a chasm was between us.

      Facing the window, I pressed my hand against the pane. The glass was frigid to the touch, and icicles hung off the roof. I should have been cold. I should have shivered as pinpricks of pain entered my hand.

      But I was numb.

      Impassivity covered me like a heavy blanket, removing my emotions from the equation. That was good, I supposed. As a person who was—until recently—a human, I had many reasons to be emotional about this. But as an academic, I had many questions that remained unanswered.

      If I was numb, I could get my answers and solve my problems.

      Emotions could come later.

      Pushing aside my feelings, my voice was clinical as I turned around. “What’s going to happen to me? I’m assuming there is a process involved in becoming a vampire.”

      Sebastian nodded. “You will need to feed.”

      “You mean drink blood, correct?” Though I assumed as much, I needed him to hear him say it.

      He didn’t hesitate before saying, “Yes. You will need to drink blood.”

      At that moment, a burning erupted in my gums. That roughness in my throat shifted from an ache to an ever-present need, and I ran my hand down my face.

      How terribly ironic that it was all coming down to this.

      If I was being emotional, this would have been a suitable moment to cry. I had enough reason. No one would fault me for crying after nearly being sacrificed on an altar and then being Made against my will. It was a lot to take in.

      But the numbness reigned, and the scientist in me had another pressing question.

      “What happens if I don’t feed?”

      Sebastian’s brows furrowed, and he reached for my hand. “Why would you ask that?”

      Shaking my head, I shifted out of his reach, gripping the windowsill like it was the only safe place in the midst of a tempest.

      “Answer the question, Sebastian.” Forcing the words past my raspy throat, I asked, “What happens if I don’t… feed?”

      His eyes widened, and a tremor ran through him. It started at the tip of his wings, but it soon spread through his entire body.

      “Luna, you need to feed,” he said slowly, carefully picking his words. “When you get Made, you drink blood. It’s the next step.”

      Realistically, I understood that. But the thought of drinking blood…

      All I could see was Julieta’s room after her murder.

      My stomach twisted.

      “What if I don’t?” I asked quietly. “What happens if I choose not to do it?”

      A silence so deafening it was palpable hung in the air between us.

      Endless minutes elapsed as Sebastian watched me. His mouth opened and closed, but he did not speak.

      “Sebastian?” I whispered, hating that I was even having to ask this question. “What happens?”

      Pulling up the torn and tattered sleeve of his bloody tunic, he revealed the black mark of our Binding. Somehow, it seemed darker now. The red line running through it, the one tying us together, was brighter than before. He focused on the marking, rubbing it as though it was a stain and not magic tethering us together. It was an unbreakable bond Ciro, the priest who married us, had forced upon us. Now it was so red, it was almost blinding.

      “If a…” He paused, running a hand over his face. “If a Fledgling doesn’t feed, Isvana’s Blessing will be denied them.”

      I gripped the windowsill tightly, and the wood cracked beneath my touch. “You mean—”

      “If you don’t feed, then it would all be in vain, Luna.”

      I had suspected as much, but to hear it said out loud was something else entirely.

      “I see,” I murmured.

      “Unless you drink, you’ll die. Is that your choice?” His rough voice shook, and his hand trembled at his side. “Are you choosing… death?”

      If I hadn’t been so numb, I probably would have felt sick hearing him say those words. As it was, the roughness in my throat was becoming so overwhelming that I could barely think, let alone do anything else.

      “How long would I have?” I asked.

      Sebastian’s mouth tightened into a firm line. “Is that your choice?”

      “I don’t know,” I said honestly. “I need all the facts.”

      He moved toward me, and I shook my head, stepping away.

      “How long?”

      Pain flashed across his face. I knew he loved me. I knew he wanted me to pick this life. But I couldn’t make this decision on a whim.

      I kept moving until I stood on the other side of the room, near the staircase. For every step I took, Sebastian took one as well. He kept his distance, but never moved too far away.

      Of course, he didn’t. He couldn’t. Right now, the Tether felt like a cruel joke. Where he went, I went. Thirty feet was all we were allotted.

      At this moment, it didn’t seem like nearly enough. I needed more. I needed a lot of things.

      Space.

      Time.

      Quiet.

      Unfortunately for me, that would not happen. Sebastian and I were Tethered, and now I was a Fledgling.

      Gods. He Made me.

      This was an entirely new problem, and I needed to think about exactly what this meant. To decipher what this meant for me—for us. I needed to plan, but this awful state of my throat was making everything difficult. Already, it felt like I was drying out and becoming nothing but a husk of my former self.

      “How… How long do I have?” My voice cracked on the last word, and I wrapped my arms tightly around myself as if that could help ease the turmoil within me.

      He exhaled, the sound deep and full of anguish. “Four nights,” he said. “Maybe five.” He paused. “But Luna…”

      Four. Maybe five.

      That was… nothing.

      Turning, I walked up the stairs. The Tether twinged within me, but footsteps soon followed. Standing at the top of the landing, I looked down. The one I loved stared back at me from the base of the staircase. Shadows leaked from his body, curling around him like a dark mist.

      Sebastian Montquartier, the holder of my heart, asked, “Where are you going?”

      His voice was quiet, but I heard every syllable as though he spoke them right in my ear.

      Where indeed? Hysteria bubbled up within me and I didn’t know whether I wanted to laugh or cry or scream until my voice was raw. Perhaps all three.

      Four or five nights.

      How could that be enough? How could I make such a monumental decision so quickly? I had spent longer than that deciding what book to read next.

      Four or five nights to make a decision that would change the course of my life forever felt like nothing.

      “Luna—”

      I groaned, shaking my head, and he stopped talking.

      I loved him, and I knew he felt the same about me. Even though we had been forced into a marriage neither of us wanted, we had each other.

      But I didn’t know if it was enough.

      “Where are you going?” he asked again.

      Sebastian had a right to know. He was my husband. But he was also the reason I was in this… predicament. And that meant nothing was simple. Nothing was easy. I had choices to make.

      “I need to be alone,” I replied. “I just… I need to think.”

      He drew in a deep breath. “Alright.”

      I had four nights to decide. Was I going to live like this? Drink blood and become a creature of the night? A being who lived in the dark, which I hated?

      Or was I going to die?

    

  







            I Needed Her

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






SEBASTIAN

        

      

    

    
      Shadows writhed in my veins, pulsing and throbbing as darkness called my name like a long-lost lover. It was an ache deep within my soul, calling me to give in to its black embrace. Its stiff fingers crept over my skin, beckoning me toward it.

      I could not heed the call.

      At this moment, Luna was the only thing on my mind. Through the door, the soft sound of her low, steady breaths filled the air.

      After our discussion, she had gone into the master bedroom and locked the door behind her, even though both of us knew that didn’t matter. I could shadow into the space in a heartbeat if needed. But I wouldn’t disrespect her desire for privacy unless she was in danger.

      I’d remained in the hallway, listening as she readied for bed. Finally, after tossing and turning, she had fallen into a fitful sleep. It was only then that relief coursed through me.

      After vampires were Made, it took more than five hundred years for them to no longer feel any aches in their bodies, and even more time than that until sleep was no longer necessary. It was a remnant of our humanity that remained in order to keep us humble, even in this form.

      Fledglings were nearly mortal in that regard.

      Even now, sleep pulled at me, but I ignored it.

      Had it only been two hours since we first arrived? It felt like a lifetime had passed. Every part of me ached, but there was no peace to be found. Not now. Maybe never again.

      Not that I would blame my wife for deciding life as a vampire was not for her. I knew who and what I was. I had chosen to become this monster.

      It was a choice I never gave Luna.

      Leaning against the closed door, I stared at the wooden slats making up the high ceiling of my cabin. I’d sent my shadows to draw the curtains, shrouding the room in blackness as dawn approached, and now all I could do was wait.

      It was torture. In the waiting, all I could do was replay the events that led us to this place. The coming darkness that Mother’s Fortune Elves spoke about. Ciro and his tricks, Tethering us without our knowledge. Darcy. The People of the Night.

      It was all linked, of that I was certain. We just needed to figure out how it all came together. Wishing I had my journal here so I could write my thoughts and get a handle on them, I groaned.

      We would figure this out, but first, Luna needed to feed. Nothing else mattered: she needed blood in order to live.

      And I needed her to survive.

      Not only because she was my wife, my Bound and Tethered Partner, and my love. I needed her to live because she was the light that made my world shine. She was a brilliant gem amid dark grains of sand, a flower in a world filled with death.

      I needed her because she brought me life.

      Everything else—my mother, her gathering at the castle, and the promise I made her—they would all have to wait. We couldn’t ignore them forever, but for now, I shoved them aside.

      Nothing was more important than Luna.

      Those were the last thoughts in my mind as I drifted into a restless sleep with the cold wood of the door rigid against my back.
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        * * *

      

      Kneeling in front of me, her black gown incongruous with the bloody cobblestone courtyard, Queen Marguerite stared at me without any life in her expression. “You will listen to me.”

      Pushing past the new dryness in my throat, I whispered, “Yes.”

      “My blood healed you,” she stated.

      Dipping my head, I said, “Thank you, My Queen.”

      As soon as I’d taken the first sip of her blood, my wounds from the whipping had begun to heal. One by one, they stitched themselves back together until I was whole once more.

      But I was not myself.

      I would never be myself again.

      When I’d agreed to the queen’s offer, I hadn’t known it would feel like this. Strange. Different. My body was still mine, but it wasn’t the same. I would never be the same.

      I’d always known vampires were real. Every parent in Eleyta taught their young children the ways of their overlords, who lived by the light of the moon. How could the humans not know vampires existed? In Eleyta, these eternal beings had ruled the land for centuries. They were the masters, and mortals were nothing to them.

      On good days, humans were the help. On bad ones, they were dinner.

      And I agreed to become one of them. Not just any vampire, but one tied to the queen herself.

      “You promise to do exactly as I say?” she asked.

      “Yes, Your Majesty.” Licking my lips, I tried to swallow as a need I didn’t yet understand coursed through me.

      “Good.” She ran a finger over the bright red ruby hanging between her breasts before pushing herself to her feet. “Stand, my son.”

      Her words echoed with a command that spoke to my very soul. I couldn’t disobey her, even if I tried.

      I stood.

      The queen’s lips tilted up and a wolfish smile crept over her face. “Now, these people… they hurt you, didn’t they?”

      They had done more than that. Though the commander had been holding the whip that tore my back to shreds, the entire army had stood by and watched. No one did anything to prevent my unjust punishment.

      I had tried to stop a murder, and instead of being rewarded, they had whipped me within an inch of my life and left me out to die.

      “Yes,” I rasped.

      I could have sworn the queen’s eyes twinkled. “Then your first order, son of my blood, is to hunt.” Her voice was as hard as stone as she said, “Drink to your heart’s content.”

      “Your Majesty?” My brows furrowed.

      “Feed.” The order rang through the air, unlocking something new within me.

      Feed.

      Suddenly, that was the only thing on my mind.

      A glacial breeze blew by, but it didn’t matter. Cold no longer affected me.

      I could hear everything. Heartbeats counted in the hundreds, surrounding me on all sides. They were a steady rhythm beneath the sounds of life filling the camp. Conversations that should have been inaudible were suddenly crystal clear. Moans of pleasure that would have been little more than whispers on the wind sounded like they were coming from right beside me. Soft snores were as loud as drums beating in my ears.

      Turning in a slow circle, my eyes narrowed on the commander’s barracks.

      “Good boy,” the queen crooned, her hand landing on my shoulder. “You hear him, don’t you?”

      “Yes,” I breathed.

      He was asleep. How dare he? For all he knew, I was out here dying from the wounds he inflicted on me. Instead of being plagued by doubt, he slept as though nothing had happened.

      I cursed him with every word I knew, but it did nothing to soothe the boiling-hot anger within me. The urge to kill him was stronger than anything else I had ever felt in my life.

      One moment, I was glaring at the commander’s barracks. The next, I stood on the wooden porch of his lodgings. Before, they had seemed extravagant compared to the living quarters assigned to the common soldiers, but now, they seemed so small.

      So… mortal.

      I grabbed the doorknob, and it bent in my grasp until it was nothing but a twisted lump of metal. I didn’t need it. Slamming my shoulder into the door, I felt no pain as the wood gave way.

      I burst into the small cabin; my fists closed at my sides. The room stank of sweat and desire, and I shook my head to clear the overwhelming sensations slamming into me all at once.

      The commander jolted upright, his eyes widening as he stared at me. “What?” He shook his head in confusion. “You?”

      Next to him, a naked female who I hadn’t noticed until now yanked a sheet over herself. “Who is this?”

      I didn’t have any words to answer her. Not now. Speaking was no longer a priority. The queen’s command echoed through my mind.

      Feed.

      The only thing I could think about was a thirst so mighty it shoved everything else aside.

      One second, I stood at the door. The next, I loomed over the commander who almost killed me. My nails cut into the soft flesh of my palms and a ferocious roar rumbled through my chest.

      Fear flashed across the commander’s face, and his companion screamed. The burn in my throat grew to a roaring fire. My gums throbbed and something sharp prodded my tongue.

      The commander produced a blade from beneath his pillow, gripping the hilt in his trembling hand. A primal snarl ripped out of me as I batted the weapon out of his hands like it was a child’s toy. Giving into the need within me, I lunged at him.

      Ear-piercing screams filled the air as the metallic taste of blood eased the ache in my throat.
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        * * *

      

      I woke with a gasp, shaking my head as I tried to clear the fog of long-forgotten, distant memories. I hadn’t thought about my first Feed in decades. That night after the queen Made me, I drank my fill of blood. I hadn’t needed time to think—I made my choice when she asked me what I wanted.

      I barely recollected what happened after that first taste of blood. My memories were lost in a sea of red. All I knew was that by the time the moon had set on that first night, my Making was complete and more than half the soldiers were dead.

      I’d killed them all.

      The guilt from that night had plagued me for years. I cared little about the commander’s death—he had been willing to kill me easily enough—but the others…

      Not all of them deserved it.

      That Feed had been the first in a long line of actions my human self would have hated. The queen took me under her wing and trained me to be the son she wanted. Isvana had gifted me with both wings and shadows that appeared that very first night. Blessings, Mother had called them. A show of favor from the goddess of the moon.

      Right now, it all felt like a curse.

      Why was I awake?

      My shadows throbbed in my veins, and a sense of unease crawled beneath my skin. I pushed myself upright, scanning the cabin.

      Nothing appeared out of sorts. A quick glance at the clock told me it was early in the evening, and the stillness of the night was setting in. Not even the mice dared race across the floor.

      It was quiet, still, and peaceful.

      And yet, that sense of unease remained. Something pulled me from sleep… What was it?

      Baring my fangs, I stood and walked the length of the landing at the top of the stairs. Snapping my wings behind me, I held them tight against my back.

      Then I heard it.

      A piercing cry shattered the stillness of the night. It came from the master bedroom, where Luna lay sleeping. Urgency coupled with rage and fear pulsed through me, and my heart squeezed.

      Something was terribly wrong.

      Yanking on my shadows, I drew on the ancient magic flowing through my veins. In an instant, my shadows coiled around me, lending me their strength and speed as I threw myself into the bedroom. I landed on the floor in a crouch, a feral snarl ripping out of me as I sought the source of danger.

      There was only Luna. She sat cross-legged in the middle of the bed, her white, long-sleeved nightgown falling off her shoulders as she whimpered. Her hair was mussed, and she pressed her hands against her eyes as tremors wracked her body.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, scanning the space.

      She turned to the sound of my voice, but she didn’t remove her hands from her face. “Sebastian?”

      Her voice was so quiet, I had to strain to hear it.

      “Yes, my darling. I’m here.” Shadowing over to Luna, I kneeled on the edge of the bed. The mattress dipped with my weight, and she slid towards me. “What’s wrong?”

      She drew in a deep breath, pressing the heels of her hands harder against her face. “It hurts,” she whimpered.

      Alarm ran through me.

      I had never Made anyone before, but I’d been around enough Fledglings to know the time between their Making and their first Feeding didn’t usually result in physical pain, besides constantly being parched. At least, not so soon. She should have a few more days of peace.

      “Where does it hurt, Princess?” I tried to keep my voice calm to avoid worrying her any further, but it was difficult.

      “Everywhere.” Luna pulled her hands away, and it took every ounce of self-control I had built up over the past three centuries not to gasp. Her eyes were wide and streaks of blood ran down her cheeks in the place of tears.

      I reached for her. “Luna—”

      “What’s happening to me?” Her crimson-stained hands trembled as she stared at them, horrified. “I was sleeping, and then… something’s wrong with me, Sebastian. My skin is crawling. My mouth hurts. Even my head… it’s pounding against my skull. Everything hurts.”

      This wasn’t right. I gulped, and my wings twitched.

      Luna must have seen something on my face because she blanched. “What am I, Sebastian?”

      I didn’t know.

      This was… not normal.

      Before I could answer, the front door clicked, the ancient hinges creaking as they alerted us to someone’s arrival. An off-tune whistle came from downstairs. My heart thudded and my nostrils twitched at the new aroma that entered the cabin.

      Blood.

      Luna bolted off the bed with the speed of our kind, and in the space of a second, she flung the bedroom door open and was halfway down the stairs. My stomach twisted and burned as the Tether kicked in. I swore, flapping my wings as a savage, feminine snarl filled the air.

      A high-pitched scream came from the first floor. My heart squeezed as hunger pulsed through the Binding Mark.

      I made it to the first floor in record time. Landing in a crouch with my wings spread as wide as they could go, my breath caught in my throat as I took in the scene unfolding in front of me.

      Pinned against the wall by my not-so-docile wife was the human maid I hired to take care of my cabin when I wasn’t here. She came three times a week, no matter the weather, to keep things running.

      A cut ran down her cheek, barely more than a scratch and probably acquired from one of the many pine trees in the surrounding forest. Though it was small, it was enough to fill the air with the tantalizing scent of her blood. Her very human blood.

      Shit.

      Dorothea Ylath looked at me over Luna’s shoulder, her expression fearful as she trembled. “P-p-prince?”

      Nodding slowly, I focused on Luna as I addressed the maid. “It’s going to be alright, Dorothea.”

      She stared at me disbelievingly. I didn’t exactly blame her. Between the red streaks still marring Luna’s cheeks and the arm crossing Dorothea’s windpipe, keeping the maid pinned against the wall, Luna looked anything but docile.

      A feral snarl, filled with tinges of bloodlust, left Luna’s lips. My hackles rose at that. Too fast. That sense of wrongness from a few minutes ago was back, and it was stronger than ever.

      Even for a Fledgling, this was moving at an incredible rate. She should have still been able to think properly. Instead, it seemed her desire for blood was pushing aside everything else.

      Picking my words with care, I said, “Luna, listen to me. You really don’t want to do this, darling.”

      She growled, looking over her shoulder and peeling back her lips as a ferocious gleam entered her eyes. Two gleaming fangs protruded from her gums, only adding to her predatory beauty.

      “Stay away,” Luna warned. “This human is mine.”

      Her voice was vicious and cruel, entirely unlike the one I loved. This show of force and hunger shouldn’t have been hitting her so early on. This was excessive, even for a newly Made vampire. It was at that moment I realized how dangerously close I was to losing my wife.

      Bloodlust was a problem for all vampires, not just Fledglings, but with age came the ability to manage those needs. Luna did not have the experience required to stop herself from giving into it.

      That’s why I killed half the army that first night, and why history of our kind spoke to many Fledglings tearing through hundreds of humans before the bloodlust was finally sated. Weaker vampires—ones whose blessings weren’t as strong—didn’t experience bloodlust like this.

      But when Isvana’s blessing was powerful, so was the curse set upon her children. I didn’t know what kind of power ran through Luna’s veins, but it was strong.

      I didn’t want her to deal with Dorothea’s death. The weight would be too much for her soul to bear. I had seen how broken Luna was after Julieta died.

      “I can’t do that, darling.” I took a step forward, moving carefully, as though I were approaching a wounded animal, and not the wife I loved.

      My shadows pounded a steady rhythm in my veins, but I kept them inside, holding up my hands in front of me in the universal sign of, I mean no harm.

      “I need you to stop, Luna,” I said calmly.

      Ignoring me completely, she reached up and grabbed Dorothea’s head, wrenching it to one side. A blood-curdling scream came from the maid as Luna yanked off her hood, exposing her pale neck and long, white hair.

      Dorothea’s bucket tumbled to the floor, and water sloshed all over the ground as the maid raised a trembling hand to Luna’s arm. “Please, don’t,” she begged.

      Snarling, Luna batted Dorothea’s arm away. She tilted her head, as though examining the human’s neck, and I recognized my opening. Moving swiftly, I shadowed over and placed my hand on Luna’s hip. A growl like that of a wild animal rumbled through her, but she didn’t pull away.

      Summoning every ounce of Persuasion I had, I focused all of my energy on Luna. Like a storm waiting to be called upon, my shadows pulsed within me.

      The potent magic was all I had to stop her. Fledglings were strong because of the significant amounts of human blood still in their veins, and I would need everything I had to stop this from happening.

      “Luna, this is Dorothea,” I said in a smooth voice, as though I was introducing the two of them over coffee, and not in the middle of what could quickly become a bloodbath. “She’s my maid.”

      When my wife didn’t move, I continued. “Dorothea has worked for me for over five decades, taking over the position when her mother retired, who had taken over for her mother. In fact, it’s quite the Ylath family tradition to work for me. Isn’t that right, Dorothea?”

      The human’s brown eyes widened even further, and fear wafted off her like a sharp, sour perfume. She nodded slowly. “Y-y-yes, Your Highness.”

      Pushing even more shadow magic into Luna, I leaned closer to her, brushing my lips over the shell of her ear. “So, you see, my love, it would be quite an inconvenience if you fed from Dorothea. We’d have to get a new maid, and that would be rather difficult if you killed this one. Even if we procured someone willing to work for us after that, we’d have to train them. It’s a whole thing I’d rather avoid.”

      Not to mention the pressing guilt Luna would feel after the fog of bloodlust cleared from her mind. That would be far more than a simple inconvenience. She was too good for this, my wife. Too pure. She did not deserve the pressing weight of a killer’s conscience on her soul or the torment that came from ending lives.

      One thing at a time.

      Let her go, I urged silently. The shadows leaked into Luna’s skin, pushing past her mental barriers. As a human, she’d been able to resist being Persuaded, but now she was even stronger. It took everything I had to get her to do what I wanted.

      Release her.

      She snarled, but considering Dorothea was still alive, I considered it a win.

      Let her go. I pushed the refrain into Luna again and again. The clock ticked and time marched onward, each second feeling like an eternity as I tried to convince Luna to step away.

      Dorothea did not speak or move. All she did was take shallow breath after shallow breath and stared at me. My heart—slow as it was—raced.

      Then Luna stepped back. Her body curved against mine, and I wrapped my arms and wings around her, holding her tight against me.

      “Go,” I urged Dorothea.

      She did not need any further incentive. Leaving her bucket behind, the maid choked and ran out the front door, taking the scent of fear and blood with her. The door slammed shut behind the maid, leaving the two of us alone.

      Tick.

      Tick.

      Tick.

      For quite some time, the clock was the only sound in the cabin. My chest heaved as I held my wife against me. That had been far too close.

      Luna turned in my arms. I loosened my hold on her, and she looked up as fresh red tears ran down her face.

      “What’s wrong with me?”

    

  







            Hungry Vampires and Holistic Views

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






LUNA

        

      

    

    
      Sebastian’s wings flared, and he shook his head. “Nothing’s wrong with you,” he refuted.

      The data I had collected told a different story.

      Scoffing, I pulled myself out of Sebastian’s grasp. He let me go, and I stumbled back.

      “You’re lying to me!” My tone was frantic, and my hands trembled as I clutched my arms around myself. “You’re… I almost… that…”

      I couldn’t finish the sentence, but the words were present in my mind. Saying them out loud would make them true, and I wasn’t sure I was ready to deal with them.

      Correction: I knew I wasn’t ready to deal with them.

      A murderer. I was moments away from becoming a murderer. Without Sebastian’s intervention, I would have bitten the maid and killed her, just like that horrible vampire had done to Julieta.

      It was all because of the hunger. Ever since I woke up, the need to drink was so strong, the constant burn so distracting that I could barely think, let alone do anything else.

      Every single part of me hurt. Agony was my new reality. My gums ached. My jaw burned. And my teeth… No. They weren’t just teeth anymore.

      Fangs.

      Two canines, as sharp as knives, protruded from my gums. They had emerged sometime while I’d been sleeping, and when I woke, I pricked my tongue on them.

      I had fangs.

      That wasn’t even the worst part, though. The fangs, at least, I had expected. After all, I’d lived with a vampire for some time before my Making. From an academic standpoint, I knew what fangs felt like… at least being on the biting end of them.

      But the fire running through me was new, fierce, and harsh. This awful, unquenchable thirst had pulled me from sleep, and now it was taking over everything. I could barely breathe, let alone think. My entire body ached in a way I had never experienced before.

      The fire, the thirst, the pain, the bloody tears… those were unexpected and bad and painful. I might not have been an expert on vampirism, but instinct told me this wasn’t normal.

      I wasn’t normal.

      Despite his promise, Sebastian had Persuaded me, but how could I hold that against him? He did it to stop me from becoming a murderer. And thank Kydona, it worked.

      This wasn’t me. I was a scientist. An academic. I read books and did research. I wasn’t a killer.

      Or at least, I hadn’t been. Until tonight.

      Mere seconds were all that had stood between me and committing murder. In the space of time that it took to turn a page or jot down a single word on a piece of parchment, I could have ripped out the maid’s throat.

      I would have done it, too.

      That was the worst part of it all. If Sebastian hadn’t stopped me, I would have drained Dorothea dry. All because I was no longer myself.

      That thought slammed into me, stealing my breath.

      I. Was. No. Longer. Myself.

      This wasn’t my fault. At least, not all of it. Some of the blame lay on Sebastian. He Made me.

      Curling back my lips, I snarled at Sebastian. A low rumble ran through me, and I raised a hand, shaking my finger at him.

      “You,” I said accusingly, each word clipped and filled with anger. “This is your fault.”

      I thought he’d argue with me. I thought he would snarl and fight back and tell me how wrong I was. That he would take charge and say something that could help us both.

      I was wrong.

      His wings bowed, and his shoulders slumped as my words slammed into him. As if Persuading me had taken everything out of him, his voice was little more than a whisper as he breathed, “Yes.”

      That was his answer? That was all he had to say? Yes?

      No. That wasn’t enough. He wasn’t supposed to agree with me and take the blame. That wasn’t how this worked. That wasn’t how we worked. I pushed, and he shoved me back. He was supposed to fight back and yell at me until we figured things out. He was supposed to let those shadows loose and take control of this horrible situation.

      He was supposed to know what to do. Sebastian was the vampire here. I needed him to help me navigate this unfamiliar territory.

      Rubbing a hand under my eye angrily, I glared at the red that came away.

      This was wrong. I felt it in my bones.

      “I was supposed to have four days,” I said.

      He ran a hand through his disheveled hair. Had he even slept? “Most Fledglings do.”

      Most. But not me.

      “How do you explain these?” Anger and frustration edged my words as I pointed to the fangs nestled in my gums. “I thought I had time.”

      “I don’t know,” he admitted.

      “What?” How could he not know? “What do you mean?”

      His eyes were wide as they met mine. “I’m sorry, Luna.”

      Sorry.

      The word echoed in my mind. He was sorry. About the blood tears? Or about Making me?

      “Me too,” I said.

      He sucked in a breath. “Once you feed, we’ll figure it out together.”

      Staring at Sebastian, I blinked slowly. “You want me to feed?”

      His wings flared behind him as he took a step toward me. “You must, Luna. The bloodlust will only grow from here, and controlling it will become more difficult.”

      My stomach twisted into a painful knot, and my fangs ached at the very thought of blood. The academic part of me understood drinking it was a necessary evil for vampires, but my mind rebelled against the idea. The very thought made me dizzy.

      My brows furrowed, and I kept my attention on my hands as I whispered, “I can’t.”

      Tension thickened in the air. “Luna—”

      “I almost killed that lady, Sebastian.” Looking away from my hands, I forced my words past my dry throat. “I would have killed her if you hadn’t stopped me. If I do this, if I feed… what will become of me? I don’t want to live the rest of my life controlled by an insatiable thirst for blood.” When I first smelled it, all other thoughts had disappeared from my mind. The only thing I could think about was how she would taste. I couldn’t even think.

      “You won’t.” He sounded confident. “In time, the insatiable thirst will go away, my love. You’ll learn to control it. I’ll teach you.”

      Control.

      It was such a small word. Two syllables, barely more than a breath, but it held such weight. Reasonably, I knew managing the urges must have been possible. Sebastian had stopped himself from drinking from me for weeks, and Castle Sanguis was filled with humans that weren’t being drained by vampires.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “What if the bloodlust takes over me?”

      I never wanted to kill anyone.

      “It won’t,” he snarled, balling his fists at his side. “I swear to you, I won’t let it happen.”

      My brows furrowed, and frustration bubbled up in my veins. “How can you promise that?”

      “Because I can!” he roared. “I can keep you safe and teach you how to regulate the urges.”

      His raised voice only made me angry. “The vampires I’ve met—”

      “Not all vampires are evil, Luna,” he snapped, interrupting me.

      My nostrils flared. “Says the one known as the Prince of Darkness.” My voice grew louder and louder. The numbness from the day before was gone, and now a raging anger replaced it. “Remind me again how many people you’ve killed? The things you’ve done for the queen? The ones she’ll make you do when she inevitably comes looking for us? How much blood is on your hands?”

      The moment the anger-charged words left my mouth, I regretted them. Sebastian’s facial expression changed from one moment to the next. A cool hardness passed over his face and his back went ramrod straight. His massive wings snapped out, and he gripped the windowsill, the lines of his shoulders clearly visible as he took deep, steadying breaths.

      I stepped toward him. “Sebastian—”

      “No.” The word was clipped, and he turned around, a mask of impassivity on his face. Seeing him like this, his expression completely void of emotion, was like a knife in my gut.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I didn’t—”

      “You’re right.” Every single word leaving his lips was as cold as steel. “I’m not a good person, and I’m a worse vampire. I’ve done terrible things over the past three centuries, and I’m sure I will again. But that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t feed.”

      Taking my hand, Sebastian led me to the main floor bathing room. A jug of water sat on the counter, along with three black washcloths folded in a neat pile.

      Wordlessly, he dipped a cloth in the water, squeezing out the excess before cleaning off my face and hands. His gentle movements were at odds with the way he held himself away from me.

      I apologized for my harsh words, but all he did was shake his head mutely.

      Once all traces of blood were gone, Sebastian gathered shadows around him and moved us to the master bedroom where I’d slept. He dropped my hand, stalking over to the wardrobe and pulling open the doors. Reaching inside, he rummaged around for a moment before withdrawing a small tunic and matching trousers. They were black, of course.

      “They’ll be a bit big, but they should do,” were his first words to me, spoken gruffly as he thrust the clothes at me.

      I stared at the garments he was offering and remained unmoving. “Sebastian, I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking—”

      “Put them on, Luna,” he growled.

      Hurt pierced my heart at the hardness in his tone.

      This was my fault. I shouldn’t have been so quick to speak in anger. I knew better than most that the things he did were not his choice. The queen forced his hand, using him as a weapon of pain and death. If I could have taken back my words, I would have done it in a heartbeat.

      But I couldn’t. Words, once spoken, were infinitely more difficult to retract. Hadn’t Kinthani, my favorite step-mother, warned me that one day my mouth would get me into trouble?

      She was right.

      “Sebastian—”

      He shook his head, and my heart dropped. I took the clothes, and the moment they were in my hand, his shadows swirled around him. He disappeared before I could say anything. Somehow, that hurt even more than the memory of Roman’s fangs ripping into my neck.

      Dropping my nightgown to the floor with a sigh that reverberated through my entire body, I pulled on the leggings and tunic.

      He was right.

      The tunic was too big, and the trousers were too loose around my stomach, but with the help of a drawstring, I got them on. Rolling up the bottoms, I drew on a pair of boots before opening the door.

      Sebastian stood in the doorway, his face still incredibly beautiful and completely expressionless. His wings stretched out behind him, and wisps of shadows darkened the air.

      “Good, you’re dressed,” he said, his voice devoid of all emotion. “Come along, Luna. The moon is high and we have to go.”

      My brows knit together. “Where are we going?”

      Instead of answering, he put his hand between us, palm-up. Without hesitation, I placed my hand in his. His fingers curled around me, and he drew me towards him.

      “You were right, earlier.” His voice was hard.

      I protested. “No—”

      “I’m not good, Luna.” He squeezed my hand. “I’m so far from it that it’s not even funny. Even so, you shouldn’t base your decision on that. There are good vampires in this world. You just haven’t met them yet.”

      A dozen protests rose to the tip of my tongue. Sebastian’s soul might not have been as white as alabaster, but he was good to me. He never took advantage of me, even when he could have. The night of our wedding, he didn’t have to promise to refrain from biting me until I was ready. He could have asserted his rights the moment Ciro declared us husband and wife, and I would have been unable to fight him off. He protected me from his mother, and he saved me from the People of the Night.

      He was more than good to me.

      Before I could say a word, however, Sebastian’s shadows swirled around us, moving us out of his cabin. Their touch was soft, like a lover’s kiss on my skin. I waited for my stomach to spin, for my head to grow light, and for the queasiness that always seemed to plague me when we shadowed to make itself known, but it never came. Even as the murky shadows subsided and a glacial wind slammed into our sides, I did not get sick.

      Though I felt the coldness of the wind, it didn’t bother me. Nor did the snowflakes falling from the sky cause me trouble as they landed on my cheeks and hair. I should have been freezing, standing outside in nothing but a tunic and leggings, but I felt fine. Even the burning of my throat seemed to have died down to a steady hum.

      The shadows had deposited us on top of a snow-covered hill at the edge of a town nestled in a mountainside. It was small, and yet even from here, I could feel the sense of life filling this place. My ears twitched as they picked up conversations and laughter my mortal self would never have been able to hear. Even though some distance separated us from the town, I could see the people clearly. They walked through the town in small groups, some carrying baskets while others were empty-handed.

      “Welcome to Rivin, Luna.” Sebastian was a rigid statue next to me, his wings spread behind us both.

      “It’s beautiful,” I whispered.

      Rivin looked like something out of a children’s picture book. Snowy cobblestones stretched between dozens of modest homes and businesses, all centered on the large town square right in the middle.

      One thing was missing, though. Despite the snow falling from the sky and the frigid wind blowing through the trees, there wasn’t any smoke rising from the chimneys. Not only that, but the longer I remained on that hilltop with Sebastian, the more I realized something was off about the town. There was a distinct lack of… something.

      “How are you feeling?” Sebastian asked.

      I ran my tongue over my fangs, which was an entirely new experience I wasn’t sure I would ever get used to.

      If I was going to get used to it.

      “The burn is still there,” I admitted. “But it’s not as bad. I’ll be okay.” I eyed the town. “Is it… safe?”

      For me. For the people who lived here. I didn’t want a repeat performance of what happened with Dorothea.

      “You won’t hurt anyone here,” he said, still not looking at me.

      It shouldn’t have come as a surprise that he understood right away where my mind had gone, but it did.

      “I trust you, Sebastian,” I whispered.

      It was true. Argument or not, I trusted him with my life.

      The cool facade was still on his face and though he did not reply, he opened his arms. I stepped into his embrace willingly, and he held me close as he launched off the hilltop. The flap of his wings was the only sound as he flew toward the town.

      I thought he would use his shadows to hide our arrival, but he did not. The townspeople looked up as we approached, hurrying out of the way as Sebastian flew towards the square. By the time he landed, there was no one in sight. He set me down immediately, and I straightened as a blur ran towards us.

      Except, it wasn’t a blur. Even moving fast, I could tell this being was a vampire. He ran towards us, coming to a stop a few feet away. His skin was as dark as a starless sky, and he wore a fine tunic edged with silver embroidery and matching breeches. He was handsome, which wasn’t surprising. All vampires were beautiful, in an unnatural sort of way.

      “Your Highness,” the stranger said, dipping into a bow. “I must have missed the notice of your visit. If we had known you were coming, we would have prepared.”

      Sebastian shook his head. “My apologies, I did not send word. My wife and I were in the area, and I thought she might enjoy seeing Rivin.” He turned to me, gesturing to the vampire. “This is Émile. He is the… mayor of this town.”

      “Greetings,” I murmured.

      “Émile, this is my wife, Princess Luna,” Sebastian said.

      Something deep within me stirred at the sound of him introducing me as his wife. In Castle Sanguis, everyone knew who I was. From the moment I arrived, Queen Marguerite made me into a spectacle. Even the servants knew I was the human brought to marry Sebastian.

      But this was new. We were in the wilds of Eleyta, and there were people who did not know me. I liked that. Much like the people of Rivin, I didn’t know who I was, either. Not anymore.

      It used to be so straightforward. Before my marriage, I was Luna Brielle Wisethorn, the academic fourth daughter of the Human Lord of Ipotha. But since I married Sebastian, I was many things. Luna Montquartier, wife of the Prince of Darkness. Scholar. Researcher of my brother’s illness.

      On top of all that, I was a Fledgling vampire. Or not. That the last part was still up to me. I could choose to feed… Or I could die.

      As of right now, I wasn’t sure which choice I would make.

      “Nice to meet you,” I said.

      Émile turned to me, his lips spreading into a wide grin. If I’d had any doubt about his vampiric nature before, they would have been vanquished the moment I caught sight of the two glistening, sharp fangs nestled in his mouth. The sight of them did not instill fear in me. Perhaps it was my new pair of fangs, or it could have been because of the prince at my side, but I knew this vampire would not hurt me.

      “The pleasure is all mine, Princess.” Émile dipped into an elaborate bow. “It would be an honor to show you around Rivin.” Straightening, he offered me his elbow while turning to Sebastian and asking, “If that’s alright with you, Your Highness.”

      “It is,” the prince replied.

      Annoyance twinged through me at Sebastian’s automatic response. Did he think because we were married, he could make decisions on my behalf? I would hope he knew me better than that by now.

      “Let me answer for myself, please.” I glared at both of them. “What if I didn’t want a tour?”

      Both vampires turned and stared at me with equally wide eyes. I did not need to be a mind-reader like Estrella, the horrible vampire who had first brought me to Eleyta on the night of my wedding, to know they were both surprised by my speaking up.

      Or at least, Émile was in shock. Sebastian might have been more amused than anything else, although it was difficult to tell thanks to the frigid expression on his face. But I could have sworn the corner of his mouth twitched a few times.

      I really needed to get my tongue under control before it got me killed… again.

      Sighing, I shook my head and slipped my hand into the crook of Émile’s elbow. “I mean, thank you for the offer.” Forcing my voice to be pleasant, I attempted to put on my most regal air. “Please, lead the way.”

      After a moment, my tour guide nodded.

      “Of course, Princess.” Émile tilted his head. “Before we begin, may I inquire what you know about our community?”

      Nerves flitted through my stomach, and that thirst came back for a moment. Swallowing, I pushed back the burn before saying softly, “I know very little,” I admitted. “But please, consider me an eager pupil. I hope to learn everything I can.”

      I must have said the right thing because Émile smiled. Even Sebastian’s frosty expression cracked for a single moment. The sight of his smile warmed my insides, and I felt happier than I had since I first woke up with blood tears streaming down my face.

      “Wonderful. Then our first stop should be the town hall.” Émile started to walk. “This way, please.”

      The vampire led me through the night, the quiet hum of conversation from Rivin’s inhabitants the backdrop to our footsteps. The occasional hoot of an owl echoed through the town, and somewhere off in the distance, wolves howled. Though there was no smell of freshly baked food, Rivin had a homey quality to it. Perhaps it was the flowers growing in pots on windowsills, or maybe it was the clotheslines stretching between the homes and blowing in the wind, but Rivin felt alive in a way that Castle Sanguis never had.

      Soon, the town hall came into view. It was beautiful, and it drew the eye instantly. Not only was it larger than the rest of the buildings in Rivin, but it was more elegant in its construction than most of the homes. The white stone glistened in the moonlight, as though hundreds of pearls were embedded within it.

      “Welcome to the town hall.” Émile gestured to the building.

      “It’s beautiful,” I said, staring at the massive clock tower stretching to the heavens.

      Émile nodded. “It is our pride and joy. For over fifteen hundred years, it’s stood as the center of our small community.”

      That was old. In Ipotha, it was rare to find buildings over several hundred years old, let alone a millennium. I said as much to Émile, and he smiled.

      However, it was Sebastian who said, “Rivin is one of the oldest communities of its kind in Eleyta.”

      “What kind of community is this?” I asked as Émile led us closer to the town hall.

      He seemed to carefully consider his words for a moment before saying, “Rivin is a holistic community, Princess.”

      Pursing my lips, I mulled over his words. I was familiar with the term, of course, but I wasn’t sure how it applied to this specific town. It wasn’t a cult like the People of the Night. Sebastian wouldn’t have brought me here if he doubted for my safety.

      “Do you share a common philosophy?” I asked.

      “In a way,” Émile said as we stopped at the base of the stairs leading into the town hall. “Our members adhere to certain lifestyle choices. Though all are welcome in Rivin, in order to remain here, each person must agree to live by certain terms.”

      I raised a brow as Émile led me up the stairs. I was still uncertain why Sebastian had brought me here, but the academic within me was curious. If nothing else, I was happy for a distraction from my looming choice. Even now, my throat steadily ached, reminding me that I had to decide.

      Swallowing past the dryness, I asked, “What are the terms?”

      Émile pushed open the doors. “It might be easier to show you.”
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        * * *

      

      The interior of the town hall was not what I expected. The foyer was large, containing a singular long wooden desk, where a receptionist with curly red hair sat reading. Several framed portraits hung on the walls, but other than that, the only other piece of furniture was a podium standing at one end of the room.

      Glancing up, I took in the glass ceiling allowing the moon’s light into the building. Unlike Castle Sanguis, there wasn’t a single purple orb to be seen. The stars and moon were the only sources of illumination, giving the building a dark but homey look, falling in line with Rivin’s aesthetic. Thank the gods vampires could see in the dark, because there wasn’t a light to be seen here at all.

      The door closed, clicking shut, and the receptionist looked up. A smile danced over her face as she dipped her head.

      “Hello,” she said in a lilting voice as she closed her book.

      Her accent was strange, and she drew her vowels out in a way that reminded me of a scholar I’d once met from Drahan, the southernmost kingdom on the continent.

      Émile smiled. “Celeste, the prince and princess are here for a tour.”

      “Well, this night just got better.” Celeste raised a manicured brow and grinned. “It’s not every day I get to meet the country’s new princess. My congratulations on your nuptials.”

      Sebastian’s hand landed on my shoulder, the weight welcome as he drew me toward him. I was acutely aware of the fact that this was the first time he had willingly touched me since we arrived in this town.

      “Thank you,” he said. “Isvana has blessed me with a wife whose internal beauty rivals her external one.”

      If I thought his touch was nice, his words had an even greater effect on me. Those simple words set my soul ablaze, breathing new life in me.

      Catching his hand, I turned and met his gaze. “I’m the one who’s lucky,” I whispered.

      Time seemed to drag its feet as we looked at each other, neither of us speaking. There was nothing but us—two vampires, one old and one new—trying to make an arranged marriage work. Sadness was written on his face, but beneath that was a love so deep, so intense, that I could barely breathe.

      It wasn’t until Celeste cleared her throat that we broke eye contact.

      “Where would you like to start with your tour?” she asked.

      “We’d like to see the Charter, if possible,” Sebastian requested.

      “Of course.” Celeste smiled, showing off her fangs as she came out from behind the table. The vampire wore a long forest-green fur-lined gown that cinched at the waist before flaring out around her. Despite the fur, it didn’t look very warm, but as I was learning, maintaining body heat was a trivial matter for vampires. Sweeping her arm to the right, she said, “Right this way, please.”

      Celeste opened a door, leading us up a winding staircase to the second story. Heavy footsteps came from behind me as Sebastian and Émile followed.

      The stairs opened up into a much smaller room than the main foyer downstairs, but it also boasted a massive skylight. In the middle of the room, directly under the skylight, was a pedestal encased in glass. I moved toward it, intrigued.

      What could be so important that they protected it beneath glass?

      For a moment, my thirst was forgotten, shoved aside by curiosity. A yellowed scroll stretched the length of the podium, and even with the protective barrier over the top, there was no question as to its age. It had to be as old as the building itself, if not even older.

      I placed my hand reverently on the corner of the box and peered inside.

      “Is this the Charter?” I asked in wonderment. Up close, the curled edges and tint of the parchment were even more visible.

      “It is.” Émile placed his hand reverently on the pedestal. “It contains the rules by which every single member of Rivin agrees to live by.”

      Intrigued, I ran my fingers over the glass as I read the flowing script out loud. The spellings were strange, and though I recognized the language as a variation of the Common Tongue, it was far older than anything I’d ever read.

      “Members of our fellowship, which shall henceforth be known as ‘The Community,’ seek to live in harmony with nature. It is our,”—I paused, squinting as I deciphered the odd spelling, before continuing—“desire to respect all living beings created by the gods, not only those who’ve been blessed by Isvana herself. The members of this community agree that all life is sacred and should be treated as such. Members agree to follow all the rules set out by the council, none of which are more important than…”

      My voice trailed off as I finished reading the Charter. Three times, I read it from top to bottom.

      Suddenly, I realized what was missing from this town.

      I turned around, running my tongue over the sharp tips of my new fangs. “You don’t drink human blood, do you?”

      I didn’t even know vampires like this existed, let alone an entire town of them.

      “That’s correct.” Celeste beamed. “Every member of our community has signed the Charter. We believe in living as one with the land, not against it.”

      “Everyone in Rivin works towards the same goals,” Émile added, pride filling his voice. “We have a council, and although we follow Queen Marguerite’s laws, we live apart from the other vampires in Eleyta. Our community is entirely self-sustaining.”

      “How do you… eat?” The moment the question left my lips, that thirst returned tenfold. Apparently, talking about blood was not a great idea for a Fledgling vampire. I would have to keep that in mind. Thank the gods there were no humans in the general vicinity.

      I took a step back, and the tip of my fang pricked my tongue. The drop of blood did nothing to abate the dryness in my throat.

      Moments later, a familiar warmth came up behind me. Sebastian’s hand landed on my hip, and it was a steadying force as I leaned against him. A wing wrapped around me and his hand found mine, squeezing reassuringly.

      “We hunt,” Émile supplied.

      “But not to kill,” Celeste added quickly. “And we only drink from animals. Never humans. It’s… easier that way.”

      A warm smile crossed Celeste’s face, and for a moment, it was easy to forget she was a creature of the night. Both she and Émile seemed very different from the vampires I had encountered in Castle Sanguis. They were calm and kind, and neither of them seemed like they wanted to eat the first human they saw.

      “I see.” Turning to Émile, I asked, “And is your community large?”

      He nodded. “It is. There are two other holistic communities in Eleyta. We all follow versions of the same charter. There are subtle differences, of course, but the most important part is that none of us drink human blood.”

      Now I understood why Sebastian had brought us here. What had begun as a bleak night was becoming something else. Hope sparked deep within my soul, an ember of light against a murky night.

      For the first time since I almost killed Dorothea, a small smile crept across my face.
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        * * *

      

      By the time the first rays of dawn streaked across the early-morning sky, Émile had introduced me to dozens of vampires during my tour of Rivin. It was a fully functioning community, complete with temples dedicated to Isvana and Ithiar.

      Thank the gods, there were no fanatical vampires to be found.

      If not for the lack of medical services in the form of healers and witches, it would have looked like any small community in Eleyta or Ipotha. I supposed it made sense, considering vampires had an innate ability to heal, but I would have liked to talk to someone about Marius. My brother’s condition was always on my mind.

      Rivin even boasted of a library, though it wasn’t nearly as large as the one in Castle Sanguis. I browsed the shelves for a few minutes near the end of our visit, leaving with a romance novel about a fae and a halfling, while Sebastian met with a vampire I didn’t recognize nearby.

      Now, Sebastian, Émile, and I stood in the middle of the town square once again.

      “Thank you for taking the time to show me around,” I said to Émile. “It was an honor to see the way you and your people live.”

      The vampire dipped into a bow. “Of course, Princess. You are always welcome here.” He eyed me with interest. “We heard the news of the wedding, of course, but I hadn’t realized you had been Made.”

      “Yes, it’s a… recent development,” I said as tension returned to my shoulders. Not that I had forgotten that I was no longer human. How could I? But playing the tourist in my new country had been a welcome distraction from the growing thirst within me.

      That distraction had run its course. Now, the fiery thirst was back with a vengeance, and it was worse than before.

      A growl started in my chest, rumbling through me even though I tried to tamp it down. My nostrils flared, and I instinctively scented the air, seeking… something. My gums ached, and my head felt light.

      A hand landed on my shoulder, grounding me.

      “Thank you, Émile.” Sebastian’s voice was curt as his wings snapped out. He drew me against his chest, nodding quickly. “I’m afraid we must be going.”

      The holistic vampire said something in reply, but his words were lost in the swirl of Sebastian’s shadows. Sebastian’s grip on me did not falter as he carried us both through the murky blackness, and soon, my feet landed on the wooden floor of the cabin.

      Moving through the shadows had not dimmed the hunger. If anything, it was worse.

      I pressed my nose against Sebastian’s chest, and a scent I had never noticed flooded through me. I’d always thought he smelled good, but now his scent was the only thing I could think about.

      “Luna…”

      His voice trailed off as I sniffed his tunic.

      “Gods, how come I never noticed how good you smell?” I whispered.

      Standing on my tiptoes, I ran my nose along the length of his shoulder, nuzzling the spot where his neck met his collarbone.

      “You smell so good.” A low moan slipped out of me as I gripped him tightly. “You smell like… like…”

      Realization slammed into me, and I jolted, raising my gaze to meet his.

      The corner of his mouth twitched, and he cupped my chin gently. “Like you want to eat me?” he supplied.

      My head dipped as I ran my nose down his neck. He smelled like the most delicious of cakes, the best roasted chicken, and the most appetizing of fresh breads all in one. Now that I had smelled him, I couldn’t get his scent out of my mind.

      “Yes.” I squeezed my eyes shut, groaning. “This scent it’s… everything.” My brows furrowed. “Is that… normal? I didn’t know… I thought vampires…”

      My voice trailed off as Sebastian took my hand in his. He laced our fingers together, leading me over to the couch. His shadows drew the curtains over the expansive windows, and then he claimed the seat next to me. Our knees were close, almost touching, but the distance between us felt as though it were a canyon.

      Tension filled the room, even worse than before, and I took in a deep breath. The trip to Rivin had been a somewhat pleasant diversion, but now that we were back in the cabin, I was hungry.

      “Sebastian, I think we need to talk,” I whispered. At the same time, he said, “Luna, we should talk.”
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      Nervous laughter erupted from us both, filling the room. I ran my hand over my face, shaking my head. This had been a long day, and it didn’t show any signs of ending anytime soon. Luna seemed to react well to Émile’s community, and I hoped she understood why I’d taken her there.

      Not all vampires had hearts as black as an abyss. I needed her to know she could choose this life and not become a monster. A killer.

      She didn’t have to become like me.

      Especially because of our… unique situation. Once again, the Tether was complicating things.

      “You go first.” I rested my hands on my knees. “I can wait.”

      Straightening out an invisible wrinkle on her too-large tunic, Luna shifted on the couch. Every moment seemed to stretch on as her mouth moved in that thinking way of hers, and I watched her silent lips moving, fascinated by them.

      Was this when she would tell me she chose death? That once again, I would be left alone in this bleak world?

      I wouldn’t blame her if that was the case.

      She inhaled deeply and said, “Sebastian, I owe you an apology.”

      I blinked. “What?”

      Of all the things I had expected Luna to say—and there were many, considering the monumental decision that was in front of her—an apology was not one of them. She was constantly surprising me, this wife of mine.

      She smirked, her eyes sparking as she straightened her back. Some of the tension in the room evaporated as a light laugh left her lips. “You know, an apology. I realize you may not be familiar with the concept, being the dangerous and oh-so-frightening Prince of Darkness, but typically—”

      “I know what an apology is, Luna.” I interrupted her with a shake of my head.

      “Are you sure?” She raised a brow and her lips twitched. “If you’re uncertain about the definition, I’d be happy to explain it to you. I understand you might not have issued many apologies during your lifetime, but some people find they help mend relationships.”

      “The explanation is unnecessary,” I said. “I’m fully aware of what an apology entails.”

      I wasn’t sure I would ever get used to her audacity. No one spoke to me the way she did.

      I loved that about her. Even now, after seeing the way I killed the People of the Night, she did not fear me.

      If Isvana was looking down on us, I prayed Luna would never have reason to fear me.

      “I’m glad to hear that.” Luna bit her lip, one of her fangs poking out adorably. Her expression softened as she reached over and took my hand in hers. “Then you will understand what it means when I say I need to apologize.”

      My mouth opened, but before I could say a single word, she shook her head.

      “Sebastian, I am so sorry.”

      My heart thrummed at the way she said my name. Did she know that every time she said my name like that, with those wide eyes and soft voice, it did something to me? That coupled with her lilac scent, it made it harder to think? To breathe? To live?

      “You have nothing to apologize for,” I said, the rasp in my voice betraying the direction of my thoughts.

      Her mouth rose into the smallest of smiles as she ran her thumb over her hand. “Why are you so sweet?”

      My hackles rose, and my chest rumbled. “I’m not sweet.”

      No one called me sweet, or kind, or nice. I was none of those things.

      “You are to me.”

      “That’s different,” I growled. “You’re mine.”

      My wife. My Bound and Tethered partner.

      My everything.

      She didn’t rebuke my claim, which made me ridiculously happy. Instead, she raised my hand and pressed the lightest of kisses against my knuckles. I stared at her, entranced.

      “When I said those things earlier, I didn’t mean them,” she said. “They came out in a moment of anger, and I’m sorry.”

      She didn’t need to do that. She never needed to apologize to me. “Luna—”

      “You’ve been amazing, and I was acting like an ungrateful brat.” Her voice softened, and she shifted, lining our legs up on the couch. They barely touched, and yet, sparks flew through me from that minor point of contact. “I’m so sorry. I don’t blame you for this, Sebastian, and I know you are not evil.”

      I stared at her. Not evil? The three centuries of death and destruction behind me stated otherwise.

      “I’m not good, Luna.” My voice deepened, and I held her gaze. “I’m kind to what’s mine, and I love you, but I’m not good.” Somehow, it seemed more important than ever to make that clear. “Émile and his community, they’re good. They take care of themselves and others. They’re kind. I’m not—”

      A finger landed on my lips, and my words dried up. Again, with the interrupting. It was becoming something of a habit of hers.

      “Just accept the apology, Sebastian.” She slipped her hand back into mine. “Please.”

      As if I could deny any request she made.

      She was mine, and I was hers.

      A beat passed, and I nodded. “All right. Thank you, darling.” I raised our joined hands, kissing hers. “I accept your apology.”

      She smiled, giving me a glimpse of her fangs, before asking, “What did you want to talk about?”

      I squeezed her hand. “You’re hungry.”

      “And shadows are leaking out of you,” she said.

      “What?” My brows furrowed.

      “Aren’t we pointing out the obvious?” Luna tilted her head. “I’ve never been this hungry before. To say I’m ravenous would be an understatement, and it feels like my throat is on the verge of combusting into flames. I’m parched—which makes the entire thing worse, in case you were wondering—and on top of all that, shadows have been pouring out of your hands for the past few minutes.”

      Glancing down at those offending appendages, I realized she was right. I hadn’t even felt the shadows leave me, but they were flooding out of me, darkening the room.

      “Shit.” Shaking my head, I reeled them in. “No, that wasn’t what I wanted to say.”

      Then I paused, replaying her words in my mind. “Wait.” Tightening my grip on her hands, I asked urgently, “Your throat feels like it’s on fire?”

      She nodded slowly. “Yes. It feels like it’s burning me up from the inside.” Her eyes widened. “Is that not… normal?”

      No, it was definitely not normal. Although I would argue that normal went out the window when she woke up screaming with tears of blood streaming down her face. We were so far from normal; I didn’t even know where to begin.

      A thousand curses ran through my mind, each one worse than the last. A few of them must have slipped out of my mouth, because Luna paled, drawing her hands out of mine as a single blood-red tear ran down her cheek. She stood, wrapping her arms around herself.

      “Sebastian?” The softness in her voice, coupled with the absolute trust in her expression, caused my heart to twist in my chest. “What’s happening to me?”

      This was the third time she’d asked me that same question since she woke in Ithiar’s temple. I had never been one to find myself lacking for words, but this situation was unprecedented.

      This conversation had the potential to change the course of our lives, and I found myself of two minds about it. Part of me wanted to delay the inevitable, to talk about it at a later time, and the other wanted me to tell her quickly and get it over with.

      I patted the couch cushion. “I think you should sit back down.”

      Luna must have seen something on my face, because she did not argue. Instead, she dropped back onto the couch, grabbing one of the smaller pillows and holding it over her lap. She fiddled with the tassels, running them through her fingers as she waited.

      The words were on the tip of my tongue, but I wasn’t sure how to say them. How could I tell her she was supposed to have four more nights to decide, but instead, she was out of time?

      The Binding Mark on my wrist felt like the heaviest of weights.

      Now I regretted our visit to Rivin. Like a fool, I’d assumed she and I would have a few more nights together before the fire set in. A few more nights where I could plead my case and show her how much I loved her. But instead, fate was playing a cruel game. Her only night of freedom was gone, and now she had to make a choice.

      I studied her intently, memorizing the way she looked right now, right down to the way she gnawed on her lip so seriously. I committed every part of her to memory. In Rivin, I had decided if Luna chose not to feed, I wouldn’t fight her decision.

      This was her life. Her choice. I would let her go, even if watching her Fade killed me.

      And there was no question, not really. I would not survive.

      Her voice was low and there was a tremor in her voice as she stared at me. “Please tell me.”

      This was it. I couldn’t delay any longer.

      My voice was gruff. “Usually, when vampires are Made, they have some time before they need to feed.”

      “Usually,” she said flatly.

      I nodded.

      “Not this time.” It wasn’t a question. My beautiful wife’s mind was so quick. “Not me. I can feel something is different. Ever since we left Rivin, moving through the shadows—”

      “The Void,” I murmured.

      She paused, her brows furrowing. “What?”

      “The darkness, we call it the Void. It allows us to move from one place to another.”

      Her eyes sparked with intellectual curiosity, and I could almost see her mind whirling with that new information.

      “Okay. The Void. That’s… I like that.” She nodded, staring at the pillow as though it held all the answers to her life’s problems. “Ever since we moved through the Void on the way back from Rivin, the thirst is worse. It’s all I can think about, Sebastian. Your scent, my fangs… blood.” A strangled cry that was half-scream, half-moan escaped her as she pressed her head against the pillow. “I’m so hungry.”

      The fabric muffled her words, but it didn’t stop them from striking me in the heart like well-placed arrows. I understood that hunger far too well. It grew and grew until it was all-consuming.

      I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy, let alone the one I loved.

      Luna pulled her head out of the pillow, looking right at me. “I’m out of time, aren’t I?”

      I should have known she would figure it out before I said anything. Luna was always thinking ahead, always planning. Analytical to what some might consider a fault, she studied things from all angles.

      “Yes,” I said after a moment. “When the thirst becomes as you’ve described, the time has come to decide.”

      Luna’s mouth moved silently for a moment before her expression hardened. “I was afraid of that.”

      Her focus dropped to the pillow in her lap, and she hugged it tightly, drawing in three long breaths. I had never wanted to be a pillow more than I did at that moment.

      I expected for Luna to scream, to yell, to cry, to beg for more time. I expected her to look for a way around this, to search for another avenue. That’s what most people in her position would have done.

      But she was not most people.

      Standing, Luna gently placed the pillow on the couch. Straightening her back, she rolled her shoulders and paced the length of the living room. Back and forth, she walked. Her hand tapped her thigh and her mouth moved silently as her expression glazed over.

      I loved seeing her like this. So lost in thought that nothing else mattered. I could have watched her for hours. Days, even. It was as though I could feel her mind working as it ran over various scenarios.

      Minutes ticked by.

      Luna paced, and I prepared myself to hear her answer.

      It was likely that even after visiting Rivin she would decide she couldn’t choose this life. I knew how she felt about vampires. Not only was our marriage unwanted—I didn’t blame her for that, we’d both been forced into this union because of the “coming darkness,” as Mother so often put it—but vampires had murdered Luna’s only friend and then abducted us both.

      I feared even if she cared for me, she would decide this life was not for her.

      When she came to that conclusion, I would be alone. Again.

      This time, I wouldn’t survive. Losing my Bonded Partner would be one thing, but if the one I loved chose death over an eternity with me, my heart would never recover. Even if I survived the severing of our Tether, it wouldn’t matter. My heart would be forever destroyed. But I wouldn’t influence her decision.

      She paced some more.

      In the back of my mind, I knew I couldn’t stay away from Castle Sanguis forever. Mother’s political games were afoot, and she would surely be upset—or worse—if I did not return. Already, she was certain to be searching for me.

      But right now, all I could focus on was my wife.

      Shadows, dark and thick and full of power, pulsed in my veins. Everything was at once too hot and too cold as I waited for my love’s decision. My palms grew clammy, and I ran them down the sides of my tunic.

      It didn’t help. Butterflies came to life in my stomach, and my gut twisted. I was… nervous. It was a strange experience, and one I hadn’t been subjected to for centuries.

      Soon, the nerves were so bad, I could barely sit still as Luna paced. Coffee would have helped; except we didn’t have any here. Our arrival had been so unexpected, I hadn’t sent word ahead as I usually did.

      Maybe I could…

      My train of thought came to an abrupt halt as Luna ceased her pacing. Her eyes were wide, and a shrewd, analytical expression ran over her face as she studied me intently.

      “What?” I asked.

      She ran her tongue over the tip of her fangs, something I noticed her doing a lot tonight, and she rubbed her hands together.

      “What is it like?” Her throat bobbed, and a tremor ran through her hands. “If I… when I… what…” She swallowed. “What will happen to me?”

      Apprehension came through the Binding Mark, that connection tying us together, and somehow knowing she was also nervous was a soothing balm to my anxiety.

      Questions meant she hadn’t yet chosen.

      Questions meant there was still hope.

      Forcing myself to take a deep breath, I put my hands flat on my thighs and offered, “I can walk you through the process, if you want?”

      My words hung in the air between us, and Luna studied me intently. With every moment that passed and she did not make her choice, a grain of hope, barely larger than a speck of dust, grew within me.

      There was a chance—albeit a small one—that she would decide to stay with me. A chance she might pick me—pick us—despite everything vampires had done to her. Everything I had done to her.

      I wasn’t a fool. I knew the chances of her choosing me—choosing this life—were slim, but I would try anything. Do anything.

      Maybe I was a fool, after all. But if being a fool meant I could have more time with my wife, then I would gladly accept the title. For her, I would be anything. To others, I was the prince of Eleyta, the Master of Shadows, and the Bringer of Death, but here I was just Sebastian. Her husband.

      I grabbed that tiny grain of hope and clung it with all my might.

      “Please, Sebastian,” she whispered, “I want… I need to know it all.”

      “I’ll tell you anything you want to know, darling.” The words came out rough, and I cleared my throat, softening my voice. “Ask me anything, and I will answer it to the best of my ability.”

      This wasn’t the time to hold anything back.

      Her throat trembled, and she ran a hand over her tunic. “I don’t… Where do I start? I have so many questions.”

      “Then why don’t I talk, and you can listen?”

      Luna smiled, taking her seat beside me once more. “I’d like that.”

      Resting a hand on her thigh, Luna’s fingers rapped a nervous beat. Without even thinking, I reached out and laced our fingers together. Her hand was so much smaller than mine, and yet, we fit together perfectly.

      She sucked in a breath, but she didn’t pull away. Another grain of hope made a home in my soul, and I held onto it with all my might.

      “When a Fledgling first feeds, many things happen.” I swept my thumb over the back of her hand before pressing a kiss to the inside of her palm.

      Her breath quickened when instead of letting go, I moved my fingers slowly over the inside of her wrist until I got to her Binding Mark. I traced the lines tying us together with all the care in the world, and Luna’s breath caught.

      Inspiration struck, and I raised her wrist to my lips, kissing that tender mark.

      “Sebastian?” Her voice was breathless, and my entire body stirred at the way my name sounded in her mouth. “What kind of things?”

      Focus. I needed to focus.

      Drawing on every ounce of self-control I had learned over the past three centuries, I ran my fingers over the low, steady pulse on her wrist. Bending my head, I scraped my fangs ever so softly over her flesh. The touch was barely there, but she shivered.

      “Those first few sips of blood are unlike anything you’ve ever tasted,” I rasped. “When you’re a Fledgling, blood is… everything.”

      “I imagined it would be rather important,” she retorted. The sting of her words was lost to a gasp as I kissed the inside of her wrist once more.

      “You are correct,” I said. “It is vital to all vampires, but especially to Fledglings. When you are first Made and you Feed, Isvana’s blessing is strong. With time and patience, Fledglings learn to control the bloodlust, but at the beginning, the need is… a lot.”

      Memories of my hunger during those long weeks where I did not bite her flooded my mind.

      She nodded. “I am getting that sense. When you feed…” Her breath caught, and she rubbed a hand on her temples, taking in a deep breath. “When you feed, does it hurt?”

      Brushing back the long wisps covering her shoulder, I ran a finger over her neck. “Do you remember what it felt like when I fed from you?”

      Luna sucked in a breath. “I felt a flash of pain.”

      “And then?” I looked into her eyes, those dark depths filled with life and light and everything I loved about her, and waited.

      “Pleasure,” she admitted. “I really liked it.”

      I ran my fingers over the side of her neck, delighting in the shiver that danced over her skin as she moved closer to me. “It’s… similar for the vampire. But it’s… even better.”

      “That’s good,” she said.

      “It is.”

      Luna ran her fingers over my Binding Mark. “What happens after?” She tapped the Tether. “If I feed, what will become of me?”

      “You will be like me,” I said. “Isvana may choose to bless you with shadows or wings. After you feed, you’ll be stronger than you ever were during your mortal life.”

      Fledglings often broke doors and furniture as they adapted to their newfound strength.

      Luna gulped. “Will I need human blood?”

      “Normally, yes.” I stared at the mark of our Binding. “Fledglings are strong, and the need to hunt can be overwhelming for them.”

      “Normally?” Her brows furrowed. “I think we’ve established I’m not normal.”

      She was right. Normal rules wouldn’t apply here. But for the first time, that might not have been a bad thing.

      “You’ve never been normal, darling. In this, you are no different.” Pressing a kiss to her Binding Mark, I ran my finger over the red line of our Tether. “We are Bound and Tethered. That changes things.”

      Her eyes swept over me, that calculating, scholarly glint entering them once more. “How?”
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      Sebastian traced my Binding Mark, sending tingles down my arm as he studied me intently. We were barely touching, but my sensitive skin felt like it was on fire from this minuscule point of contact.

      “Do you remember what I told you when we first learned of the Tether?” he asked.

      “How could I forget?” A shaky laugh escaped me despite the burning in my throat. “It’s not like there have been multiple moments over the course of my life where I’ve been accused of trying to kill someone before learning we were tied together with a magical rope.”

      The night we discovered the Tether was forever seared in my mind. Even though Ciro was dead, fresh anger ran through me at the thought of what he did to us.

      Sebastian growled, tightening his grip on my wrist. “Yes, well, it was quite the shock.”

      “To say the least.” My brows furrowed, and I adjusted my seat on the couch. “But what does that night have to do with our current, rather pressing, issue?”

      “Do you remember what I said about Bound and Tethered partners?” He tapped that black tattoo, as if I could ever forget that the Tether connected us in that way. This link between us was far more important than the marriage vows we shared or the rings adorning our left hands.

      Sucking my bottom lip through my teeth, I remembered that night. “You said if vampires are Bound together, their partner’s blood sustains them.”

      At the time, I hadn’t paid too much attention to it, since I had been a human and honestly rather traumatized by the events of our wedding.

      Sebastian nodded. “Good.” He raised a brow, still holding onto my wrist. “And what happens if you’re Tethered?”

      These questions felt like a test. Not that I minded, because I loved all things academic, and tests were my favorite parts of learning. There was something about being given the opportunity to prove the knowledge I’d acquired that brought me an extraordinary amount of joy.

      Closing my eyes and leaning back, I thought back to that night. The entire scene played out in my mind, as though I were back in Castle Sanguis. Back then, just like now, Sebastian and I had been sitting together when he finally explained what the Binding and Tether meant to me. When I finally got to the moment in question, I froze. I didn’t even breathe as I ran those words through my mind again and again, making sure I was understanding things correctly.

      My eyes opened, and I met my prince’s gaze. I would be lying if I said there wasn’t a hint of accusation in my tone when I spoke. “You said the Tether means partners cannot leave each other.”

      “I did,” he said. “What else?”

      I shifted on the couch. “You said… their blood is the only thing that satisfies the other.”

      Sebastian nodded slowly, rubbing his thumb over my Binding Mark. “Yes, that’s true. It’s the reason why some refer to the Tether as a gift from Isvana.”

      “That’s why you smell so delicious.” Even now, his scent filled my nostrils, and I groaned. I had never been one for smelling other people, finding little pleasure in it, but now it seemed I might need to take up the hobby.

      Another thought entered my mind, pushing away the question about Sebastian’s delicious scent. “But if your blood is what I need, why did I almost tear out Dorothea’s throat? Her blood smelled so good.”

      Even now, my fangs ached at the memory.

      “You might be Tethered to me, but you’re still a vampire, my love.” Sebastian’s voice was deep, and the corner of his mouth lifted, giving me a glimpse of his fangs. “Blood will make you…” He cleared his throat, his cheeks reddening in a way that I would have found amusing if I wasn’t in this situation. “You’ll still want it.”

      “But not all vampires drink human blood.” That, too, was not a question.

      “No, but they still crave it. That’s why there were no humans in Rivin. The other holistic communities operate in the same fashion. Even with these precautions, sometimes there are… accidents.”

      No further explanation was needed. Memories of my maid Julieta’s bloody, broken body flashed through my mind, and I shuddered. I pitied the poor humans who found themselves the victims of such an accident.

      Sebastian squeezed my hand, his gentle touch tentative as he drew my attention back to him.

      “The Tether means you don’t have to hunt, Luna.” He paused. “I know I said I would not force this on you, but you deserve all the information.”

      I stared at him, his words not yet settling in on me. “I won’t have to hunt?”

      He swallowed, looking more nervous than I’d ever seen him, as he rubbed his hand over the back of his neck. My attention narrowed in on the slow, steady pulse of Sebastian’s artery. I had never noticed it before, but now I couldn’t have pulled away even if I tried.

      If I concentrated, I could hear the faint lub-dub of his slow-beating heart.

      I wouldn’t have to hunt.

      This vital information would change the game. Already, the draw between us was stronger now than ever before. I never would have thought this was possible on the day of my wedding, but I’d given my heart to him.

      Right now, though, I couldn’t think with my heart. I needed to be rational. Logical. This wasn’t just a kiss we were talking about. It was my entire life. Or afterlife. Or whatever this was. I still had to sort out what it meant to be dead, but not. The beating of my heart and the burning in my throat told me I was still alive, but the fact that I needed blood to survive spoke to my… not-humanness.

      Were vampires dead? I didn’t feel dead. I wondered if there was a guide to vampiric anatomy. Did something intrinsic change within me when Sebastian Made me? Maybe there was—

      “Luna, darling, did you hear what I said?” His voice broke me out of my thoughts, and I shook my head to clear it.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I was thinking.”

      The smallest of chuckles left him, and a twinkle sparked in his eye. “I assumed as much.”

      “I get lost in my head sometimes,” I admitted, ashamed that I hadn’t been listening. “My thoughts… they’re very loud.”

      Sometimes, I couldn’t sleep at all because my mind kept running over seemingly inconsequential things. Countless nights in the past had gone by without rest because I’d tossed and turned, only to give in and spend the rest of the late hours with my nose in a book.

      Sebastian laced our fingers together. “It’s fine, Princess.” He frowned, a serious expression darkening his features. “I was saying that when you… if you… make the choice to stay with me, you won’t need to hunt.”

      His specific wording wasn’t lost on me.

      If I chose to stay with him. If I chose this life. If I chose to remain a vampire.

      So many things, but it all boiled down to one choice.

      If.

      I frowned, my mind working through all the information he’d given me. Thinking took far more out of me than normal, since I had to push past the fire in my throat. “Because… I have you?”

      He nodded, his eyes darkening as desire and hunger flashed through them. My insides coiled at the sight of his need, and I suddenly remembered I wasn’t the only hungry vampire in the room.

      “When Ciro Tethered us, it was a curse.” Sebastian’s voice was rough, causing that coil to tighten even further within me, but I forced myself to concentrate on his words. “But if you choose this… me… maybe we can find the blessing in it.”

      “I’ll only need you, right? I won’t need to bite anyone else?”

      “Only me,” he confirmed.

      This was monumental, and a few minutes went by as I thought about what it meant. Sebastian wasn’t the stranger I’d married. Not anymore. I knew him. I loved him.

      His grip tightened on my hand. “Please tell me what you’re thinking, Luna.”

      Breathing in deeply, I focused on that lub-dub once again. His heart was racing… so was mine.

      “I’m scared,” I admitted.

      “Of what?” There was no judgment in his voice. No anger. Just an earnest desire to understand where my head was at.

      “I feel like I’m betraying my family,” I said. “Julieta died at the hands of a vampire. And Papa and Marius… I don’t even know what they’ll say when they find out what I’ve become.”

      This was never in my plan. How could I have seen this coming when I was sold into our marriage? Something wet trailed down my cheek, and I raised a shaky finger, wiping it away.

      Blood.

      “What if they hate me, Sebastian? I’ve already failed Marius—I can’t seem to find anything about Syndra’s plant or his illness. But at least I have their love. If I choose this and they hate me, what do I have left?”

      A shuddering sob left my lips, and more tears ran down my cheeks. So much for being the Ice Queen. It turned out all I needed to do to unlock my emotions was become a Fledgling vampire, and my tears would flow. Who knew?

      “You’ll have me,” he whispered.

      I wiped my sleeves over my cheeks, smearing the evidence of my strangeness. “What?” I sniffled.

      “If you choose this, you’ll have me.” He took my hand, pressing it against his heart. The lub-dub, lub-dub, lub-dub came even faster. “Every single moment of every night, from here until the end of time, you will have me.”

      My mouth fell open. “Sebastian, I—”

      “This is my vow to you, my love.” He pressed a kiss to my knuckles.

      “I will remain by your side.” Kiss. “Through thick and thin.” Another kiss. “No matter what.”

      Between the thirst and the way his mouth felt on my skin, I was having trouble thinking. “Because of the Tether?”

      “No,” he growled. “It is of no consequence here.”

      “Then why?”

      His eyes darkened impossibly further and his wings burst from his back in a storm of dusky shadows. “You know why.”

      My heart thundered in my chest, and air was hard to come by. That was another thing that surprised me. I still felt utterly… human. Mortal in my tiredness and exhaustion and emotions. Would that ever end? Maybe after I fed.

      If I fed.

      “I do,” I whispered.

      He loved me.

      Suddenly, nothing else mattered. How could it matter? What was the hatred of others if it meant I could spend an eternity with the prince who loved me?

      The one I loved?

      I couldn’t believe it took me this long to see it. This realization was like a weight lifted off my shoulders, and I knew what I would decide. There was no decision. Not really. Only one choice made sense.

      “I’ve been an utter fool,” I muttered.

      Sebastian’s brows knit together, and his wings flared. “No, you haven’t.”

      “Yes, I have,” I whispered. “Maybe not in all things, but in this, I have been a fool, and you have been far more patient than I would have been if our roles had been reversed.”

      Moving toward Sebastian, I brushed my lips over his. “You love me.”

      “I do.” There was no doubt in his voice, which only emboldened me further.

      I kissed him again, before whispering against his lips, “I love you.”

      Those onyx eyes that I loved so dearly widened. “What?”

      It was my turn to let out a small laugh. “I love you so much, you dark, dangerous prince, that it hurts.” Now that I had opened up, my emotions flooded out of me all at once, like water out of a broken dam. “I love you more than books and research and science. I love you more than coffee and chocolate.” Stealing another kiss, I continued. “Sebastian, I love you more than anything else I’ve ever known in my entire life.”

      “You do?” Wonder filled his voice, and I couldn’t help but kiss him again.

      “It’s true,” I breathed. “I love you. I would have told you before, in the temple, but we were—”

      “Otherwise occupied.”

      I laughed. “Yes.”

      Sebastian took my hand in his, pressing it against his heart. “Luna, darling, you don’t have to say it just because—”

      “I’m not.” There must have been a part of him that didn’t believe this was truly happening. That wouldn’t do. Especially not since I needed him to believe me when I told him of my decision.

      Taking the most expedient route of showing Sebastian how much I cared for him, I cupped his jaw and kissed him firmly on the mouth. He froze for a fraction of a second, his body going preternaturally still before his hand swept behind my neck and he pulled me close.

      “I love you,” I whispered against his lips.

      He groaned, as if my words were a fine delicacy prepared by world-renowned chefs, and he’d taken the first bite of the most exquisite food in existence. “Say it again, darling.”

      That was one request that would never require thought or research. I would say these words until they were woven into the very fabric of our existence.

      “I love you.” Kissing the corner of his mouth, his cheeks, his jaw, I said it again and again and again. I trailed my tongue along the seam of his lips, tasting him, before whispering, “I have loved you for a long time, I think. It just took me a while to realize what I was feeling and be able to say it out loud.”

      It seemed impossible that at one point in my life, I had denied love’s existence. Now, I could no longer do such a thing. My entire world revolved around Sebastian. He was the moon to my stars, the air in my lungs, the other half of my soul.

      I would do anything for him.

      Sebastian murmured, “I love you, too.” His fingers landed on my chin, and he tilted my head, kissing me fiercely. “I will always love you.”

      His hands shifted, landing on my hips, and he lifted me effortlessly. I didn’t fight him, being a little too occupied with the movement of our mouths against each other to protest as he placed me on his lap. I straddled him, feeling every single part of his body, as our kiss became impossibly deeper.

      I made my decision, and everything felt new. Lighter. Better. Easier.

      There wasn’t a single part of me that did not burn where he touched me. I was the flame, and he was the wind, stoking my fire higher and higher until the blaze felt like it was moments away from consuming me entirely. The thirst in my throat was now secondary to the absolute want running through me.

      His tongue probed at the seam of my lips, and they parted instantly. A moan slipped out of me, and he chuckled darkly, pressing me against him.

      And then I felt it.

      His tongue ran over the tip of a fang, and I shuddered. It was like he was touching the most intimate parts of me. I wanted more. I needed more.

      “Kydona help me,” I moaned, pressing against him.

      A gruff laugh. “Darling, there are no gods here tonight. Just us.”

      Another flick against my fangs, and I nearly exploded. Was this what it would be like every time? Evidently, more experiments would have to be conducted. Scientific soundness demanded we do this more than once.

      Just to be sure.

      Even without further research, though, I could firmly say that if this was a sign of what was to come, Sebastian would make me incredibly happy indeed. Already, my entire body tingled in eager anticipation.

      First, though, I had something to say. Breaking apart, I moved back and rested on his knees.

      “I love you, Sebastian.” Before I could lose my courage, I added, “I love you more than life itself.”

      He inhaled sharply, and then an enormous smile erupted on his lips. “Does that mean you’ve decided?”

      His joy was contagious, and a smile crossed my face.

      Taking his hand, I pressed it against my heart. “I choose you, Sebastian Montquartier. I choose this life. I choose to remain by your side, always. No matter what else happens with Marius, Syndra, or even whatever Papa thinks of me, I know I want to be with you. Not only tonight, but every night, for the rest of what will hopefully be our very long lives.”

      His mouth opened and closed, again and again.

      A choked laugh escaped me. “I’ve rendered you speechless.”

      At first, his silence was amusing, but as the clock ticked and the seconds passed, the smile slipped from my face. Did I read the situation wrong again? Did I miss some cues? He hadn’t expressly said he wanted me to make this choice.

      Maybe…

      Maybe this wasn’t right.

      A tear pricked my eye, and I shifted, almost falling off his knees. “Say something,” I whispered, my heart dangerously close to breaking in two. “Am I wrong? Do you not want this? Do you not want me?”

      Black wisps slipped from his hands, and he grabbed my wrists, holding me to him. “Luna, you could not be more wrong. I want you so much, it hurts. This is what I wanted. What I hoped you would say from the moment you woke up with those black eyes.”

      Still, a pained expression crossed his face, and my brows knit together. “Then what is it?”

      “I didn’t think… I don’t want you to regret this.” He lifted my hand, pressing his lips to the inside of my palm. Butterflies fluttered in my stomach as the tips of his fangs grazed my tender skin. His voice was ragged as he said, “I don’t want you to regret me.”

      Understanding flooded through me like a ray of brilliant sunshine piercing a cloudy sky.

      “That’s impossible.” Lifting his hand, I mirrored his actions. “This is my vow to you, Sebastian. I will never regret choosing you. Not today, or in a decade, or a century from now.”

      “You’re certain?”

      “I’ve never been more certain of anything in my entire life.”

      His lips tilted up, and he moved to kiss me again, but at that very moment, the burning in my throat increased tenfold. I gasped as pain ran through me like a thousand sewing needles piercing my skin all at once. Tears flooded down my cheeks, and my fangs hurt.

      “Luna?” Panic edged his voice as he lifted me off his lap, placing me on the couch beside him. “What’s wrong?”

      It was like someone was dumping burning coals in my lungs instead of air. “Everything hurts,” I gasped.

      His face paled, and shadows swept out of him. He gathered me in his arms, his wings wrapping around us both. “I’ve got you.”

      I arched my back, a silent scream running through me as the pain crawled up my throat. In the space of a breath, we moved through the Void to the bedroom upstairs.

      Sebastian placed me on the bed with all the gentleness in the world before kneeling in front of me.

      “I’m out of time, aren’t I?” I asked.

      He nodded grimly.

      “Alright.” I pushed the words past my burning throat. “I want to feed.”
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      My vampire’s eyes, usually as black as coal, sparked as he drew his wings into himself.

      “Tell me what to do,” I whispered. The hunger was clawing at my throat, and my entire body felt like it was moments away from turning into a raging inferno.

      Was this what vampires experienced when they went into the sun? Suddenly, I had far more respect for Sebastian’s willingness not to feed until I was ready. He’d lasted for weeks, and here I was, dying after a couple days.

      I gripped his hand. “I don’t want to hurt you. Tell me how not to hurt you.”

      Dorothea’s frightened expression flashed through my mind as another wave of pain ran through me. Gasping, I remembered the way I had pinned her against the wall. Had that only been mere hours ago? It felt as though an entire week had passed. That intense, all-consuming hunger was something I would never forget. All because of that single drop of blood on her cheek.

      I shuddered at the memory. Logically, I didn’t think I would kill Sebastian by biting him, but I didn’t want to cause him any pain.

      He took my hand, concern shining in his eyes as they swept over me. “You won’t hurt me,” he said. “I promise.”

      Another surge of pain rushed through me, and I gripped his fingers. As soon as it subsided, I blew out a long breath. “How can you promise that? I’m unskilled at being a vampire.” My heart raced, but it had nothing to do with the fire in my throat. “What if I’m too rough?”

      A third agonizing wave. This one seemed to last longer than the last one.

      I groaned, my thoughts spiraling out of my control. “Oh, my gods, what if I’m bad at this? What if I’m the one person who can’t even be a proper vampire? What if—”

      “Luna, darling—”

      I screamed as even more pain wracked my body. Tears ran down my face, and my grip on reality faltered. Whether it was the pain or the truth of my situation—that I was out of time—I couldn’t tell. Either way, it didn’t matter.

      My body was betraying me. My heart thundered and tremors ran through me. My breath came in shallow gasps, and red edged my vision. Hot tears ran down my face, and the silk sheets felt like they were made of the coarsest untreated wool beneath me, rubbing against my too-sensitive skin.

      “What if you’re wrong about the Tether? What if your blood doesn’t sustain me, and I have to hunt?” I wailed, unable to find a place of calm in the midst of the storm raging within me. “That would be so horrible. I’m not meant for forests and danger and fighting, Sebastian. I would be so terrible at it. Oh my gods, if I have to hunt, I won’t. I can’t. Libraries are my home. Books are my friends. I am not cut out to be a ruthless vampire. I don’t know if I can do this.”

      The last word came out as little more than a hiccup and seemingly endless tears streamed down my face.

      “Hush, Luna.” Drawing me against him, Sebastian wiped away the crimson evidence with a black handkerchief that he produced from some hidden pocket.

      “Why am I crying blood?” I sobbed, falling deeper into this pit of despair. “I never heard of vampires who cried red tears before.” Too fast. There were too many emotions, too many things to feel at once, too much pain, too much sorrow. “What if I can’t be the wife you need?”

      Another wave of fire, and my tears dissolved into a scream.

      Sebastian’s arms tightened around me, and he rocked me back and forth, laying us both on the bed. “That will not happen, Luna.”

      I turned in his arms. “How can you be certain?” My voice was shrill, and the lub-dub of my heart was so loud that it was the only thing I could hear. “I’ve thought through the scenarios and—”

      His lips twitched. “Luna. Princess. Breathe.”

      “I am breathing,” I lied, my treacherous lungs betraying me as I gasped for air. “I just, there are so many thoughts, and suddenly—”

      His finger landed on my lips, silencing me. “When Fledglings get too close to the edge, their mind can slip. What you’re feeling is not real, my love. Your mind is playing tricks on you because you need to feed.”

      Part of me recognized the truth in his words. I felt that hunger within me, that searing, scorching need that wasn’t going away. But everything else was so real. I could have sworn my heart was squeezing within my chest, moments away from rupturing.

      Torment crested within me once more, a deluge of pain as it slammed through me. For a long moment, I was certain I was about to die.

      As soon as I could, I pushed myself up and looked at my vampire. “Are you sure? Because I won’t forgive myself if I hurt you, Sebastian. If I do—”

      “You won’t.” The corner of his mouth lifted into a wicked smirk. “Of this, Luna, I am certain.”

      “But—”

      Shaking his head, my husband drew me towards him once more and kissed me. He pulled me down beside him, laying on his side and holding himself up with one arm as his tongue swept into my mouth, pressing against my fangs once more. A frisson of absolute longing ran through me, and I shivered as my core tightened.

      He lifted his lips just enough to ask, “Do you feel that?”

      “Yes,” I rasped, the hoarseness of my throat having nothing to do with the fire raging through me and everything to do with the vampire in front of me.

      His hand traveled down my chest before landing on my hip. “That’s how I know you won’t hurt me.” Sebastian squeezed, his touch at once gentle and assertive. “Do you feel that need coursing through your body?”

      All I could do was nod. If I opened my mouth, I wasn’t sure whether I would kiss or bite him. Although, to be fair, it seemed like he wouldn’t be opposed to either of those options.

      “Your bite can’t hurt me, Luna, because I’m yours, and you’re mine. We’re Bound and Tethered.” The hand on my hip traced light circles over my clothes, and that warmth coiled even more tightly within me. “There is only one way this will go, and I promise you, it will be enjoyable.”

      “Okay.” Running my tongue over the tip of my aching fangs, I swallowed. “I’m ready.”

      And just in time, too. Already, another wave of pain was growing within me.

      “I’m going to bite you,” I warned him.

      He grinned. “Do your worst, my love. I promise you, I can handle it.”

      I wasn’t sure if it was the adoration on my dark prince’s face, or the burning within me, but either way, I couldn’t wait any longer.

      Lurching forward, I pushed Sebastian onto the bed. His arms came around me, and he held me close, his hands landing on the small of my back. He arched his neck, exposing his throat to me.

      Lub-dub.

      Lub-dub.

      Lub-dub.

      His artery pulsed, and I lowered my head until my fangs rested above his skin. There, I paused, inhaling his scent. I did not do him the disservice of asking if he was certain. I knew he was ready for this. For me.

      Still, I had to prepare myself. After this, nothing would ever be the same.

      “I love you, Luna,” Sebastian said, his voice thick. “Please, feed. Thinking of you being in pain hurts me more than you know. I need you to drink.” He shifted, his hands cupping my bottom as he pressed his neck against my fangs.

      “I love you, too,” I whispered to him.

      And then I did it.

      I bit him.

      Following instincts I didn’t know I possessed, my fangs broke through his skin. Sebastian sucked in a breath, his hands tightening as he held me against him.

      The first taste of his blood was nearly my undoing. The moment it touched my tongue, something deep inside of me shifted. He tasted like fire-roasted cinnamon, smoky and dark and filled with shadows. He tasted like everything I would ever need. He tasted like he was mine.

      Darkness ran through me, and I moaned, lapping up his blood. I had never tasted anything as good as this in my entire life. I savored every drop, letting it strengthen me in ways I hadn’t known were possible. With every passing moment, the fire within me abated, giving way to something else entirely.

      This fresh sensation was dark and pleasing and as old as time itself.

      One sip wasn’t enough. I needed more. I needed it all. Sebastian leaned into my touch, and I drank. The human I used to be would have been repulsed by my actions, but she had died in Ithiar’s temple.

      Now, I was reborn.

      The more I drank, the better I felt. Tiny bubbles filled my veins and my head was light.

      More. I needed more.

      I pressed myself firmly against Sebastian, trying to ease the ache forming low in my stomach. The scientist within me needed to know what it felt like to do this while he and I were doing… other things.

      A deep, primal groan rumbled through Sebastian, drawing me out of my mind.

      Despite the desire coursing through my body, I released his neck immediately. Wide-eyed, I pulled back, licking the tips of my fangs.

      “Did I hurt you?” Blood trailed down his neck, catching my attention, and I watched as the wound stitched itself back together.

      “Hurt me?” Sebastian’s hooded gaze met mine, and his low voice was rough as he gripped me tightly. “Gods, no.” His hips jerked up, and I blushed. “Does it feel like I’m hurt at all?”

      “No.” The husky timbre of my voice surprised me. “I was afraid—”

      His hand landed on the back of my head, and he gently pulled me towards him once more. “I’m not hurting.” He bared the untouched side of his neck. “You need more, Luna.”

      I bent, my fangs brushing his flesh, and he made a sound that sent tingles through my entire body.

      “Bite me, darling.”

      I did. And this time, I did not let go. Not when Sebastian moaned beneath me. Not even when something cold and dark and eternal moved through my veins.

      I drank until even one more drop felt like it would be too much. Only then did I release him. Running my tongue over Sebastian’s throat, much like he had done on the night of our Binding Ceremony, I licked one side of his neck clean before moving to the other. When his skin was clear of all traces of blood, I moved lower.

      Or I would have, except he grabbed my arm, pulling me up next to him.

      “Isvana have mercy on me,” Sebastian groaned. “You need to stop.”

      I looked up at him, blinking slowly. Stopping was the last thing I wanted to do. Every place where he touched me lit a flame deep within me. I didn’t want to douse the flames—I wanted to burn like a bonfire beneath his touch.

      “Why?”

      Sebastian moved me off him, shifting us both until we were side-by-side on the mattress. He turned me around, so my back rested against his chest.

      “I want you,” he said plainly.

      “Sebastian, I want you, too.” Badly. That warmth in my core was coiled almost to the point of pain. I tried to turn around, but his hand locked on my hip.

      “You need to sleep, Luna,” he said. “You don’t feel it now, but you will soon.” He lifted the hair off the back of my neck, his lips brushing my skin, and I shivered. “Believe me, Princess, when we come together for the first time, I’m going to need you to be well-rested.”

      My tongue itched with the urge to protest, but before I could say anything, an unnatural tiredness pulled at me, and I yawned.

      “Sleep,” my prince whispered, pulling me against him. “I’ll watch over you.”

      My eyes slipped shut without my permission. It was only as I drifted off into the land of dreams that I noticed there wasn’t a single violet light in the bedroom.

      It was pitch-black, and I could see perfectly.
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      Seventy-two hours had passed since Luna’s first feed, and she had yet to wake. My footsteps echoed through the cabin as I paced the length of the hallway outside our bedroom, gnawing on my bottom lip. She should be awake by now.

      My blood was potent, but it shouldn’t have taken her this long to adapt to it. I’d never Made anyone before, but I’d been around enough Fledglings to know this wasn’t typical.

      That was the story of Luna’s Making, it seemed. Nothing was normal. The beginning of hunger pains were making themselves known in my stomach as the blood I’d drunk in the temple wore off, but that was the least of my worries.

      At first, when Luna didn’t wake, I told myself I was overreacting. Surely, she would be alert soon, right? I’d filled out a few papers, written some letters to give to Phyrra, and read a book on military strategy.

      By the end of the second night, I had accepted that something was wrong.

      Now, worry filled me.

      What if Roman had drugged her with something affecting her transition?

      I couldn’t stay here and risk losing her.

      Stopping at the closed door, I listened intently. My heart’s steady beat was the only sound.

      Shadowing into the bedroom, I landed beside the bed.

      Luna was beautiful, even in her slumber. Her long brown hair was spread around her, and her skin was far paler than normal, highlighting the berry redness of her lips. Her mouth was open slightly, giving me a glimpse of the fangs nestled in her gums.

      She didn’t look ill, but something was keeping her asleep.

      Slipping a clean tunic and trousers onto her, I focused on her face as I changed her carefully. Tugging on her boots, I laced them up before grabbing my cloak and finding the warmest blanket I could. Vampires didn’t usually get cold, but I would take no risks with my wife’s health. She could argue with me about it when she woke.

      Bundling Luna up like a baby, I wrapped her tightly in the dark blue fabric and summoned my wings. The moment they were free, I reached within myself, letting my dark magic loose even as my stomach twinged with a pang of hunger.

      I ignored it.

      I would deal with that when Luna woke, and not a moment before.

      Stepping into the Void, I didn’t let myself think about all the things that could go wrong with this plan. Instead, I held my unconscious wife to my chest and forced myself to breathe normally.

      The darkness lifted, and I exhaled as the brisk wind howled around me. Cloaking myself in shadows, I stood on the cool cobblestones and took in my surroundings.

      The courtyard was empty, and hundreds of fat snowflakes drifted down from the night sky, coating everything in a white blanket. A pearlescent stone abbey towered above me, built to survive the strongest of blizzards. Several smaller buildings, including a temple, stood nearby, but the abbey dwarfed them in both size and magnificence.

      Several voices broke through the stillness of the night, and I stiffened. Many of them were old, while others still held traces of youth. Sniffing the air, I confirmed my suspicions that several humans were present.

      When I brought Luna here, I knew they might be present, and I accepted the risk. I would remain on my guard, making sure that when she woke—because I wouldn’t think about what it meant if she didn’t—I would be here for her and make sure she didn’t cause any of them harm.

      Holding my wife close, I gave myself one minute to look at the abbey and remember the first time I had come here. Somehow, it remained unchanged, despite the two centuries that stretched between my visits. If I focused on the whistling wind as it blew lazily around me, I could almost hear the ghost of Athena’s chatter as she introduced me to the place of her upbringing.

      I had been naïve then, and I hadn’t understood how truly evil the queen could be. In my naivety, I underestimated her hatred for humans. Little had I known that a fortnight later, Athena would be dead, and I would be alone.

      That first visit, I’d smiled politely as Athena played tour guide, her footfalls echoing over the cold stone of the abbey. She’d shown me the dormitory she shared with the other girls, Isvana’s temple, and the classrooms where she’d learned how to read and write. At the end of the tour, Athena had taken me to meet the head priestess.

      I had no time for tours. Tugging on my shadows, I moved through the Void and went directly to the head priestess’s office. It, too, remained unaltered by time. Dimly lit, the space held everything an office should. Sitting at the desk, her quill scratching against parchment, was the one I came to see.

      Keeping my wings curved around Luna’s immobile body, I let the shadows fall away.

      Barely a second passed before the head priestess looked up. Her eyes widened in surprise, but she did not speak.

      “I need your help,” I said.

      Head Priestess Zephyra, one of Isvana’s Chosen, tilted her head. Her black hair, woven in a tight, elaborate braid, ran down her head and fell to her waist. Her long white robes swooshed as she rose gracefully to her feet, and the gilded medallion around her neck shifted as she dipped her head in acknowledgment. Though Zephyra looked no older than twenty-five, I knew her to be thrice my age.

      She planted her sepia hands flat on the desk and looked knowingly at me. “I must admit, Prince Sebastian, I am surprised to see you.”

      I did not respond.

      Zephyra continued. “After what happened to Athena, I thought…”

      Her voice trailed off, as if she was waiting for me to answer. She would be waiting for an eternity. I wasn’t here to discuss Athena. I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to talk about her. It was painful enough, standing in the same building where she’d once been carefree, living her life to the fullest.

      Athena had been happy here. Before me. Before the curse of the darkness that followed me everywhere. Before Mother “accidentally” killed her.

      I had failed Athena, but I wouldn’t fail Luna.

      Instead of answering, I unfurled my wings. Zephyra watched me carefully as I cradled Luna to my chest, moving to the desk in a fraction of a second.

      “I’m not here about Athena,” I said.

      Keeping her distance, Zephyra studied my unconscious wife from afar. After a few minutes had passed, she lifted her hand. She didn’t move yet, though.

      “May I examine her?” she asked.

      My protective instincts reared, and every single part of me wanted to say “no” and take Luna out of here. I hated having to ask anyone for help, especially about this.

      But it couldn’t be helped.

      Tightening my grip on my wife, I dipped my head. “You may.”

      Zephyra moved slowly, seeming to recognize that any sudden movements would be unwise, and she gently cupped Luna’s pale cheek. I knew the priestess to be trustworthy, but still a part of me roared as she lifted my wife’s lips and peered into her mouth. She made a humming sound to herself when she saw her fangs, before letting Luna’s lips fall.

      Slowly, the priestess inspected every inch of my wife. When she got to Luna’s hands, she turned them over, studying the Binding Mark with obvious intrigue, before moving onto Luna’s other hand.

      Zephyra moved methodically, with the ease of someone who had been alive long enough to know that time was of little consequence to her. She was of an age where sleep did not matter, and even blood was barely necessary.

      Time mattered to me, though. With every passing moment, I grew more anxious. Once the priestess completed her examination, I drew my wings tight around Luna once more, hiding her from sight.

      “Well?” I asked.

      Zephyra’s lips pinched together, and she frowned, her fingers drumming a beat on her thigh.

      “The princess is newly Made,” Zephyra stated.

      “Yes.” I nodded curtly. “Her first Feed was three days prior. She has yet to wake.”

      She canted her head and tapped her chin. “Interesting. Did you notice anything strange before she fed?”

      I bit my lip. I might have trusted the head priestess, but if there was one thing I’d learned after spending a few centuries on this planet, it was that trust only got you so far.

      “A few things,” I said evasively as memories of crimson tears streaming down Luna’s cheeks flashed through my mind.

      “Fascinating.” In a flash, Zephyra stood at the bookcase on the other side of her office. Her quick fingers moved with purpose as she pulled books off the shelf, the soft thumps punctuating her search like the ticking of a clock.

      She flipped through the pages quickly, silent other than the occasional hum. I held Luna against me, watching as Zephyra rejected books, discarding them in a pile at her feet. Soon, six of them were piled on the ground.

      I frowned as the priestess bent, plucking a heavy red leather-bound book from the bottom shelf. She flipped through a few pages before her brows rose. Moving with purpose, she ran in a blur over to her desk, her white robes flowing around her as she moved, and pulled the quill out of the inkwell.

      Jotting a quick note, Zephyra strode to the double doors on the other side of the room and threw them open with her free hand.

      A gust of wind blew into the space. I tightened my grip on Luna as two large wings erupted from Zephyra’s back. In front of her was a ledge too small to be called a balcony, and beyond it was nothing but snow and trees and mountains.

      She flapped her wings once, rolling her shoulders, before she looked back at me. “Can you fly with your wife like that?”

      “Don’t worry about me,” I said sharply. “Flying won’t be an issue.”

      “Good.”

      “Where are we going?”

      The priestess raised a brow. “To pray.”

      Before I could question her as to why we couldn’t pray here—this abbey was dedicated to Isvana, after all—Zephyra’s wings beat firmly. She lifted into the air, flying a few feet away from the ledge.

      My own wings unfurled from around my wife as I followed Zephyra. They flapped instinctively, keeping me up as my grip on Luna never faltered.
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      We flew for over an hour. Zephyra led me through the blustering snow, pausing every so often to ensure that I was following. Shadowing would have been easier, but I did not know where we were going. One could only move through the Void to a location they’d already been.

      I couldn’t deny that despite the stress of Luna’s long sleep, I enjoyed the flight. It had been far too long since I’d taken to the skies and felt the wind beneath my wings. The only thing that would make this flight better was if Luna was awake to experience it with me.

      I held her blanketed form close to my chest, trying to keep her as warm as possible. Retaining heat wasn’t usually a problem for vampires, but most vampires didn’t cry tears of blood or pass out for three days after their Making. I refused to take any chances with Luna.

      By the time the head priestess slowed, landing atop a tall, snow-covered mountain that loomed over the others nearby, the snow had turned into a downright blizzard. Even with my gifted eyesight, I could barely see as we descended. It wasn’t until I was almost on top of it that the faint outline of a stone altar came into view. The mountain itself seemed to glow crimson, as though blood ran through the shale.

      “What is this place?” I shouted over the wind, fighting for my voice to be heard.

      The priestess turned toward me; her wings outstretched as she balanced on top of the mountain. “This is the Blood Peak,” Zephyra said. “One of four throughout Eleyta. Legend says Isvana Herself blessed them after she first created vampire-kind.” She opened her arms from her sides, the bell-like sleeves of her robes falling almost to her feet as she smiled. “Isvana’s blessing still flows through these peaks, giving them immeasurable power.”

      “Why have I never heard of this place?” I asked, suspicion settling deep within me.

      “You don’t know everything, Prince of Darkness,” Zephyra said haughtily from her position on the mountain peak. “There are things that Isvana has entrusted her Chosen with, and no one else.”

      The last time Luna and I had come into contact with a stone altar, things had not gone well.

      “Forgive me if I have little faith in others at the moment,” I ground out through clenched teeth. “My wife is precious to me.”

      On second thought, that word did not adequately describe how much Luna meant to me. She was my treasure, the light in my darkness, the life to my death, the dawn after an eternal night. Worth more than gold or blood or anything else this world could offer me, she was the only thing that mattered.

      Zephyra sighed. “I understand, Prince Sebastian.” Placing the book on the altar, the priestess gestured to the stone slab. “Even so, if you wish for your wife to wake from this unnatural sleep, you must allow me to proceed.”

      “What, exactly, are you going to do?”

      “I will pray over her,” she said.

      My eyes narrowed. “Just a prayer?” I hugged Luna closer. “Nothing else?”

      “I understand that you have issues with trust at the moment, Prince Sebastian.” The priestess studied me. “I know what happened to Athena. I buried the pieces of her body myself. Your trust is exactly where it needs to be. Isvana would not fault you for wanting to ensure your wife’s safety. Neither would Athena.”

      Zephyra’s words slammed into me, and my wings faltered. Flashes of memories I had long since repressed flit through my mind, one after the other. The queen laughingly taking Athena’s arm and drawing her towards the throne. Me, helplessly watching. A servant, running into the room, delivering a whispered message in the queen’s ear. And then…

      Anger.

      Blood.

      Death.

      It had happened so fast, I barely registered it. All I knew was one moment, Athena was alive, and the next, blood-curdling screams filled the room.

      And then, silence. Copious amounts of blood coated the walls, and my Athena was dead, and I was alone.

      Swallowing, I tightened my grip around Luna. “I couldn’t help Athena,” I whispered.

      I wasn’t even sure if my words would be heard, but after a moment, Zephyra nodded as a single tear ran down her cheek.

      “I know. But I can help your wife, if you’ll allow me.” She placed a hand over her chest. “I swear to you, it is a simple prayer.”

      Weighing the options—which, truthfully, weren’t many—I sighed. The fact remained that I had sought Zephyra’s help, and I needed it. Already, I could feel a faint tugging in my soul. The queen was pulling me back to Castle Sanguis, likely to deal with some matter of the coming darkness, and there was no way in the seven circles of hell I was bringing Luna there in this state. Newly Made and unconscious… it would be a recipe for disaster.

      “All right,” I said after a moment. “But if I see even a hint of your fangs, I will not hesitate to rip out your throat and tear your body to pieces before leaving your corpse to burn in the sun. Isvana’s Chosen One or not, I will not allow harm to come to my wife.”

      At least, no more than I already had. I was under no false pretenses about the reality of our situation. I should have been strong enough to keep her out of the grips of the People of the Night, but I had walked us right into a trap. Luna would never have been Made if I’d been able to save her in time.

      This was all my fault.

      Zephyra nodded, and she snapped her wings behind her, gesturing to the altar once again. “I vow to you on Isvana’s blood and the Trio of Holy Relics, I will not harm her.”

      Mollified—but still on guard, always on guard—I descended onto the mountain and placed Luna on the altar. I held onto the side of the cold stone slab, my wings outstretched to help me remain upright as I fought to keep the snow off my wife. It was a futile effort. The weather tonight was unpredictable.

      “What do you need me to do?” I asked the head priestess.

      “Just hold her hand.” Zephyra moved back, opening the book she’d brought from her office. “That’s all.”

      I found Luna’s hand under the blanket. My breath caught at the coldness of her flesh—even for a vampire, she was freezing.

      “Hurry,” I said.

      Zephyra nodded, flipping through the pages quickly until she found the one she wanted. Holding the book open, her wings flapped until she flew above Luna. Closing her eyes, the head priestess chanted in an ancient language, one I recognized as only being spoken in temples by Isvana and Ithiar’s Chosen Ones. The goddess of the moon and the god of blood were the two deities revered by vampires, and they gave us life and protection from the sun.

      I kept a close eye on the head priestess as she prayed, listening intently to her intonations. The last time someone had prayed over Luna and me, we had ended up Bound and Tethered. This time, however, I understood the words being spoken.

      The prayer was long and methodical, as Zephyra chanted, detailing the entire vampire creation story. She began at the moment where Isvana Made the first two vampires, moving then to the colonization of Eleyta, to the founding of the Blood Pact that gave vampires the authority to rule over all in Eleyta, including the humans.

      The wind picked up, howling like a wailing mother, as Zephyra’s voice grew louder.

      “Let your new daughter live,” the head priestess cried out, her words mixing in with the wails. “Let her wake and experience the full joys of living beneath the moon!”

      The last word had barely left Zephyra’s lips before her wings snapped back with a clap.

      For a moment, it was as though the entire world had stopped moving. The wind ceased its cry, the snow stopped falling, and a vibrant red light shone from the altar, washing Luna in crimson.

      I went to brush off the snow gathering on my wife’s body, but Zephyra shook her head. “Not yet, Prince Sebastian.” The head priestess looked up to the heavens, her voice echoing in this strange place as she called out, “Let her wake,” repeatedly.

      Shivers ran down my spine and my shadows pulsated and thrummed as Zephyra’s voice increased in intensity.

      That red light shone brighter and brighter until it was as radiant as the sun.

      “Let her wake!” Zephyra screamed.

      A long, eternal moment passed, and I stared at my wife.

      Please, I begged her. Please wake up. Don’t leave me here.

      The wind howled again, and shivers ran down my spine.

      Please.

      Her hand twitched, and hope sparked within me once more.

      And then Luna gasped.
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      “Sebastian?” I blinked repeatedly, trying to clear my vision.

      He groaned, diving towards me. A strange red light illuminated his worried face, highlighting his fear, as he gathered me in his arms, pressing his lips against my head.

      “Thank Isvana,” he whispered.

      My arms went around his neck instinctively, and he hoisted me up, my legs wrapping around his middle. I glanced around, my eyes widening.

      This was not the cabin. Snow was falling and wind screamed in my ears. I should have been cold, but I wasn’t.

      Instead, I felt… different. Whole. Myself, but not.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      There was no question in my mind, we were in Eleyta. Endless snow, mountains, and trees were everywhere in this frozen country. Other than the vampire in a white robe flying nearby, we were alone.

      Sebastian’s answer was lost to the wind as he peppered kisses to my face, covering all my exposed skin with his mouth. Every place his lips touched, a tingling sensation spread through me. I tilted up my head, relieved to be alive, and our mouths met in a tangle of lips, tongues, and teeth. His kisses were urgent, passionate, and utterly desperate.

      At the same time, an emotion flooded through me that didn’t belong to me. Fresh and bright, it reminded me of the first glimpse of a sunrise after a long night.

      Relief.

      Was it Sebastian’s? I would have to conduct more research. Not right now, though.

      Obviously, the more pressing issue was finding out exactly what happened. Passing out and missing chunks of time was rapidly growing tiresome. The last thing I remembered was drinking Sebastian’s blood in the cabin, which was a far cry from where we were now.

      I pulled back from the kiss, pressing my head against Sebastian’s shoulder. “What happened?”

      He drew in a sharp breath. “It’s been three days since you fed.” My eyes widened, but before I could say anything, he continued. “I brought you to Zephyra to help. She’s—”

      “A friend,” Zephyra interjected.

      I glanced between the two of them. “How do you know each other?”

      It was Sebastian who said, “Someone I once knew grew up in Zephyra’s orphanage.”

      My brows furrowed. “Who?”

      Zephyra’s face grew pained. “I believe that is a cue for me to take my leave. Be safe, Your Highness.” Holding a book to her chest, the vampire’s wings flapped quickly as she flew off into the night, leaving us alone.

      I turned, intent on asking Sebastian who the priestess was talking about, when a strange tingling started on my back.

      Like an itch I couldn’t quite scratch, it began in the middle of my shoulder blades and then stretched outwards. Drawing in a deep breath, I rolled my shoulders, but the strange prickling sensation remained.

      Releasing Sebastian’s neck, I twisted my arms awkwardly, trying to reach the spot.

      He frowned. “What are you doing, Luna?”

      I grimaced, the cold air battering me as I shifted in Sebastian’s arms. “There’s something on my back.”

      The tingling worsened, nearing the point of pain. I couldn’t look behind me, but I knew something was there.

      Sebastian bent, gently placing me on the stone slab once more. It was cold, the fabric of my garments doing little to protect me from the sensation, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as it should have been. The crimson light was gone, but I could still see Sebastian perfectly as he stood in front of me.

      “Hold still,” he said as shadows gathered around him.

      Moments later, he stood behind me. Fabric ripped, and then a glacial air blew up my bare skin. I swore at the cold air, but it was his large hand landing on my back that made me jump.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      His lips landed on my shoulder, and he kissed me softly. “I’ll explain in a second. Be patient.”

      It was hard to be patient when I couldn’t see what was happening.

      “There,” he said after a moment. “Done.”

      Feeling my lower back, my fingers ran over a rough knot resting right at the seat of my leggings.

      “What’s that for?”

      “Patience, darling.” One of Sebastian’s hands came to my shoulder, holding me still while the other trailed up my back until it rested directly on that itchy, stinging spot.

      “Oh.” My breath left me in a burst of air as I leaned into his touch. “That’s where it hurts.”

      Sebastian made a sound that was half amusement, half something else entirely as he rubbed my back. His movements were slow and methodical as he pressed firmly against the tingling spot.

      “Is this helping?” he asked after a moment.

      Focusing on the movements of his hand, I closed my eyes and breathed. That itch was still there, but with the pressure, it wasn’t as bad. I told him as much, and his lips brushed the spot where my neck met my shoulders.

      “Alright, Princess,” he whispered. “I’m going to need you to focus on my hand.” He pushed harder against my back. “Use everything you have to force me away from you.”

      My brows furrowed, and I tried to look over my shoulder at him. “I don’t understand.”

      “The first time is the worst, but it will get easier. I promise.”

      Frustration roiled through me as the itch burrowed into my skin, digging deeper and deeper.

      “What kind of cryptic, ridiculously inspirational pep talk is this?” I rolled my shoulders to ease the sensation. “What’s happening to me?”

      “Just push against me, Luna,” he urged calmly. The pressure under my skin was worse, and it was like something heavy was inside me, trying to get out. His hand pressed harder against my back, the pressure verging on being painful. “Push!”

      Ignoring the whirling snow and howling wind, I focused on that strange sensation within me. I wasn’t sure what I was doing, but I thought about that point of pain. I shoved and pushed and prodded until that spot where Sebastian rubbed felt like it was moments away from erupting into flames.

      Gritting my teeth, which was awkward thanks to my new fangs, I pushed until it felt like my bones were breaking. I screamed, my lungs compressing painfully.

      That fire burst forth out of my back.

      My heart galloped like a wild horse as Sebastian pulled his hand away, shadowing in front of me in the blink of an eye.

      He took my hands in his, making ridiculous, soothing nonsense sounds as the pain worsened. Tears pricked behind my eyes, and I moaned.

      “You’re doing such a good job,” he whispered, standing between my legs. “You’re almost there. I promise it’ll be over soon.”

      If I hadn’t been in a ridiculous amount of pain for the second time in a week, I would have had the mental energy to conjure up some snappy remark. As it was, I wanted this to be over.

      Wincing, I squeezed my eyes shut and focused on that point of pain. I did what he said, pushing the invisible force as hard as I could, until something popped.

      Seconds later, I nearly tumbled backwards as a heavy weight pulled on my back. I blinked, trying to move my shoulders. The weight remained, but the pain was gone.

      Sebastian watched me with unmasked wonderment. He smiled, brushing his knuckles over my cheek. “Take a look.”

      Craning my neck to look over my shoulder, my mouth fell open. “Oh.”

      I had no other words, which was unusual for me. Two enormous obsidian wings, curved like Sebastian’s, hung from my back. They seemed darker than the night sky itself, practically absorbing the light.

      Every time I moved, the wings did the same.

      “I have wings,” I said in awe. I gave them an experimental flap, delighted by the way they twitched in response to my command.

      He grinned, his own wings spread behind him. “You do.” His fangs glinted in the moonlight as he stole a kiss. “You have wings.”

      When I had been deciding whether to feed, I hadn’t even considered whether Isvana might give me a blessing. When I had first come to Eleyta, Sebastian had explained that both wings and shadows were gifts from the moon goddess, and not all vampires had them. Some had none, most had one or the other. Very few had both.

      “They’re rather cumbersome, aren’t they?” I remarked, trying to get my wings to do anything other than twitch uselessly. They shifted, but picking them up was another matter entirely.

      Sebastian snorted. “You’ll get used to them.”

      Had my skeletal structure changed when I was Made, or were the wings made of some other magic that defied scientific logic? Maybe later, after we found a cure for the Wasting Illness, I could run some experiments. The thought excited me.

      First, I had a more pressing question. “Will you show me how to fly?”

      Sebastian’s grin widened, and he opened his mouth to respond when suddenly, his face twisted into a grimace. He groaned, his hands going to his head, as he took a stumbling step back. His foot was dangerously close to the edge of the mountain, and I yelled as a sharp, stabbing pain went through my head.

      Crying out, I pressed a palm against my temple. “What in Kydona’s name is that?”

      Sebastian moved toward me, gripping the side of the stone altar. “It’s a summons,” he ground out. “The queen is calling me back to the castle. You can feel it too?”

      “Definitely,” I groaned, rubbing my head as if that would help ease the pain. Unsurprisingly, it did not.

      “It must be because of the Binding,” he said. “It can… now that you’re a vampire, we will have to see what it means for the two of us.”

      Another sharp, shooting pain went through my head, and I gasped. “Can you make it stop?”

      A bead of sweat rolled down his forehead. “We have to respond to the summons.” He gritted his teeth. “It’s the only way to stop the pain.”

      “Okay.” It wasn’t like I could say anything else. This made the itch on my back seem like nothing but the tickle of a feather.

      “Pull in your wings, and we’ll go.”

      That was easier said than done. “How do I do that?”

      Some people might have been able to learn well under pressure, but I was not one of them. Slow and steady was my favorite learning style. I preferred a quiet, distraction-free environment.

      “Focus on the wings,” he forced out. “Think about drawing them back into your body. They’re a part of you, Luna, yours just as much as your hands and feet.”

      Sebastian’s instructions seemed rather comical, but I did as he asked. Closing my eyes, I imagined the wings returning to where they’d come from.

      Moments later, the weight disappeared, and I opened my eyes, grinning despite the pain of the summons. “I did it.”

      He smiled, gathering me in his arms, before pressing a kiss to my forehead. “You were amazing.”

      His wings flapped, and then he took off. I held onto Sebastian tightly, wrapping my arms around his neck as we left the red peak behind.

      Soon, the pain in my head lessened, becoming a throb, and then a dull ache.

      The steady beat of Sebastian’s wings matched his strong, slow heartbeat, and I pressed my head against his chest. This was where I belonged.

      After a few minutes of flying, I shifted in his arms. “Why not shadow us back?”

      He raised a brow, maneuvering us so that my face was in line with his. His wings flapped, holding us in the air, as he kissed me softly. “I don’t know what will happen when we get back, and I wanted to buy us some time alone. The summons eased because it can sense I’m coming.” He looked down at me, his brow raised. “Unless you’d rather we shadowed back?”

      “No,” I blurted. “I enjoy being alone with you.”

      For the first time since waking up after the People of the Night tried to kill us, I felt good. Not normal, because I was fairly certain that was no longer an option, but I felt like myself.

      Maybe being a vampire would not be so bad.
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        * * *

      

      Hours passed before Castle Sanguis’s purple glow came into view. Dawn was not far off as the moon made its final descent, giving way to the sun once again.

      Sebastian did not take us directly into the castle. Instead, he landed in the middle of the forest. The pain of the summons had disappeared, presumably because we were so close to the queen. He gently placed me on the snow-covered ground, giving me a once-over before rolling up his sleeve.

      “You need to drink, Luna.” He held out his arm.

      I stared at him. Eating was the last thing on my mind. “I’m not hungry.”

      “You will be.” The tenor in his voice made it clear this was not a request.

      For an endless heartbeat, neither of us spoke as we stared at each other. He wasn’t backing down, but neither was I.

      “Fine.” I lifted a shoulder, a challenge in my voice. “I’ll feed if you do.”

      “What?” He balked, grimacing. “No. I’m fine.”

      “Those are my terms.” Crossing my arms, I glared up at him. “I’m guessing that you haven’t eaten since the temple. Am I right?”

      He clenched his jaw in response.

      “I knew it. You must be hungry.” I raised a brow. “If I’m eating, so are you.”

      Scowling, Sebastian snapped his wings as black wisps flooded from his hands. “I could make you, Luna. Persuade you or use my power as your Maker.”

      That was concerning. There was little I hated more than being told what to do.

      “You wouldn’t dare,” I seethed as red tinged my vision.

      If I hadn’t been so angry, I would have probably noted the rapid flip of my emotions, moving so quickly from happiness to anger. It should have concerned me—I was never this emotional before—but right now, there was only one thing on my mind: this vampire and his assumption that he could make me do whatever he wanted.

      Sebastian’s chest heaved, and the air thickened between us.

      After what felt like an hour, he shook his head. “No, I wouldn’t.” Running his hand through his black hair, he eyed me carefully. “Are you certain you’re strong enough?”

      A surge of relief ran through me, mixed with disbelief. He backed down so quickly. I hadn’t been expecting that. I thought for sure he would have argued with me, but the fact that he didn’t either meant he was hungrier than he was letting on, or the situation we were walking into was precarious.

      The thought was sobering. I hadn’t considered what we might find coming back here, but now I couldn’t get my mind off it. Queen Marguerite and I hadn’t exactly parted on good terms, adding tension to our already less-than-pleasant relationship.

      Kind mother-in-law, she was not.

      “Luna?” he asked.

      “Yes, I’m certain,” I said firmly, pulling myself out of my mind. “We’re Bound and Tethered Partners, correct?”

      He nodded.

      “Then we make decisions together.” I stepped toward him. “We feed together.”

      He studied me carefully before sighing. “Fine. But we need to be fast. The sun is rising.”

      I smirked. “I can be fast.”

      Sebastian snorted. “You’ve been a vampire for less than a week, and you’re already making proclamations like that?”

      Shrugging, I chuckled as I pulled up my sleeve. “What can I say? I’m a delight.”

      His eyes glimmered, and he seemed barely able to hold in a laugh as he stepped toward me, the snow crunching beneath his feet. “You’re right, my love. You are a delight.”

      He gently drew me toward him until my chest brushed against his. Though I did not feel hungry, my fangs ached at the thought of drinking his blood. It wasn’t bad, per se, but it was a stark reminder that this was my life now. I was a vampire, and I would hunger for blood for the rest of my life.

      Sebastian lowered his head, his fangs intimately grazing my wrist, before looking up at me. “You’re sure?”

      “I couldn’t be more certain,” I said. “I want you to feed.”

      He raised his wrist, bringing it to my mouth and waiting until I lined my fangs up against his skin. The scent of his blood made my stomach grumble, causing me to doubt my previous proclamation that I wasn’t hungry, and I bit.

      Hard.

      Sebastian gasped, his gaze darkening, before he sank his fangs into my wrist.

      Being bitten as a vampire was somehow even better than it had been as a human. If Sebastian had told me about this benefit of being Made, I probably would have had an easier time making my decision. As it was, a moan rumbled through me.

      If the sun wasn’t rising, and we weren’t being summoned back to the castle, I would have loved nothing more than to explore where else Sebastian and I could go with this. There was something incredibly intimate about this moment and I would cherish it for as long as I could.

      As it was, when Sebastian removed his fangs from my wrist and stepped away from me, I mewled.

      He gently took my chin in his hand. “That’s enough for now, Luna.” The huskiness of his voice and the depth of his black gaze told me I was not the only one affected by this dual sharing of blood.

      Reluctantly releasing his wrist, I licked the last few drops of blood off my fangs as the skin on my wrist knit itself back together again. Although I hadn’t been noticeably hungry, now I felt… stronger. More alive.

      Something new and dark pulsed in my veins, waiting for me to explore it. I felt like I could conquer anything with my Tethered Partner by my side. That was good, I supposed, because we had much to accomplish. Marius still needed our help, and I couldn’t let some minor complication like being Made stop me. Syndra, the witch who had betrayed us to the People of the Night, told me that Marius was the harbinger. Of what, I wasn’t sure, but I would not rest until I figured it out.

      Sebastian’s fingers laced through mine, and he tugged down the sleeve of my tunic. “Are you ready, Luna?”

      “I’m… as ready as I’ll ever be.” The queen’s steely, lifeless gaze flashed through my mind and a shiver ran through me as goosebumps erupted on my flesh.

      “Good.” Sebastian held me close. “Remember, trust no one.”

      With that ominous warning hanging in the air, his shadows gathered around us and we stepped into the Void.

      We were back where it all began.
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      The moment we passed through the wards surrounding Castle Sanguis, my chest grew uncomfortably tight. Previous experience told me that the queen’s summons could mean a myriad of things, none of them pleasant. My skin prickled, and magic crawled over my skin, alerting the queen to our arrival.

      I did not know what kind of situation I was taking us into, and I hated the feeling of unease that ran through me. The queen did things like this on purpose in an effort to assert her authority. After three centuries at her side, I knew her games.

      Eleyta’s rulers were chosen by power, and Queen Marguerite had no qualms about proving her strength whenever she felt it was necessary. In all my years, I’d never met a vampire who was stronger than the queen.

      Unfortunately, we couldn’t hide from her forever. Though the summons had quieted in my head since I was complying with its call, the pain would return at once if I didn’t obey. I’d heard rumors of black magic and potions that were able to temporarily quiet or even mute a Maker’s summons, but regretfully, I’d never looked into them.

      It was too late for that now.

      We were back.

      My feet touched down on the ancient stone floor of this frigid, crumbling castle, and I kept my shadows around me. Beside me, Luna took a deep breath, and her nerves ran through the Binding Mark. Taking my cloak off my shoulders, I wrapped it around her. Her tunic was still torn from where I’d made room for her wings, and I didn’t want her walking around with her back uncovered for all to see. I wished we could take the time to freshen up, but keeping the queen waiting was unwise.

      Best to get this meeting out of the way, and then we could rest.

      Hopefully.

      “Let me do the talking,” I said in a low voice as we approached the large black doors of Mother’s study at the end of the hallway. A guard stood by the door, but my shadows cloaked us from his sight.

      Luna nodded, walking resolutely beside me. “Are you sure she’s in there?”

      “The summons is special,” I replied. “The queen is my Maker, and she can call me. I can feel her waiting for us.”

      The problem was, I didn’t know who else would be behind those doors. Usually the queen kept at least one Favorite with her at all times. A group of roughly a dozen humans that she kept under thrall, they were her pets in every sense of the term. They were bizarre, and I’d rather not have to deal with them right now.

      Letting the shadows drop away, I nodded at the guard standing sentinel at the door. I didn’t recognize him, but that wasn’t surprising. In a country full of vampires, it would have been impossible to know each one.

      “Her Majesty is expecting us,” I said by way of explanation.

      “Of course.” Opening the door, the guard stepped inside the room. The violet sheen of a single orb of light did little to dispel the dark, only adding to the ominous atmosphere. “Prince Sebastian and his wife for you, Your Majesty.”

      Papers rustled, and then the queen said, “Let them in.”

      It would have been impossible to miss the glacial, hard edge to her voice. My stomach twisted and a sense of foreboding settled upon me. Over the past decades, I had witnessed Queen Marguerite in many moods. They ranged from somewhat pleasant—she found twisted delight in passing laws that made lives more difficult for the humans who lived in Eleyta—to downright malicious.

      I’d been present on more than one occasion when Queen Marguerite had seen fit to divest someone of their head for an act that most people would have considered a minor infraction.

      Holding my head up high—I was the prince of this realm, after all—I led my wife into the queen’s study.

      The moment the door slipped shut behind us, the dim light of the hallway gave way to near darkness as shadows flooded from the queen. Still, I made out the outline of the queen’s form where she reclined on a raven-colored throne. It was a replica of the one in the throne room, the only difference being its size.

      Unease filtered through the bond as Luna’s grip on my hand tightened. I wanted to tell my wife it would be alright, but I would not lie to her. Instead, I drew black wisps of shadows out of my veins, allowing them to pool at my feet as we waited for the queen to acknowledge our presence.

      It did not take long.

      Within moments, Mother tilted her head, studying us both. Sniffing the air, her nostrils flared and her eyes narrowed before she stood from her throne. With a wave of her hand, her shadows lifted, allowing the Light Elf’s purple magic to illuminate the space once again.

      Queen Marguerite glided across the room, stopping a few feet away from us. “Well, I must admit, this is a surprising turn of events.” She canted her head. “Here I was thinking my son had gone off and gotten himself into trouble, but instead, he was playing with his wife.”

      A growl rose in my chest, but I tamped it down. “Apologies, Your Majesty.”

      Her brow twitched, and she scrutinized us for a long, everlasting minute before her face hardened. “Why didn’t you tell me you intended to Make your wife, son of my blood?”

      To the innocent bystander, the question might have sounded innocuous, but I didn’t miss the hard glint that passed through the queen’s eyes.

      “It wasn’t planned.” Throwing subtly out of the window, I moved in front of Luna.

      Mother scowled. “Had you told me about this sooner, I could have made things more… comfortable for you both.” She walked a slow circle around us, her heels clicking on the stone floor. “My Fortune Elves did not See this happening.”

      I forced myself to remain still despite the queen’s scrutiny. “As I said, her Making happened rather quickly.”

      “Is that so?” Stopping in front of Luna, the queen’s demeanor was as hard as the red ruby necklace hanging between her breasts. “Look at me, daughter-in-law.”

      Luna gulped and squeezed my hand, but she did as the queen asked.

      “You are new to my court,” Mother said, “and as such, you might not know how things are done in Eleyta. Your husband should have been the one to tell you this, but evidently, he is leaving it up to me.”

      “Your Majesty?” Luna asked.

      “The two of you should have asked for permission before doing this.” The queen stepped back, crossing her arms in front of her chest as she glared at us. “Many people with far less power than I would consider this act extraordinarily close to treason.”

      An undercurrent of anger ran through the room, thickening the air until breathing was nearly impossible.

      “My Bonded Partner was on the verge of death, Mother,” I said slowly, picking my words with the utmost care. “Treason was not my intent. The only thing on my mind was saving my wife. The one you gave me. There was no time to ask for permission. I had to act or she would have died.”

      “Explain!” the queen shouted. It was one word, but it was laced with power. Shadows rippled at her feet and the red ruby glowed.

      I did not know what the jewel did, but in all my years, I’d never seen the queen without it. Day and night, she wore it. She no longer slept, being far too separated from her mortality, and several sources had confirmed the queen never took it off.

      For all my powers of Persuasion and mastery of the shadows, the queen was stronger. Carefully thinking over what I planned to say, I searched for the words least likely to anger the queen.

      Luna didn’t need any time to think. “A group of insane vampires tried to kill us, Your Majesty. That’s why we were gone.”

      “What? You’re joking.” Mother’s eyes opened wide and what appeared to be genuine shock flashed across her face. Interesting. I filed that away to deal with later. I would have been lying if I didn’t say I thought the queen had played a part in our abduction.

      “This is no laughing matter.” My voice was as hard as the queen’s. “The People of the Night—the vampires you let out of their grave on a whim—tried to kill us, and we barely escaped with our lives.”

      The queen paused, tapping the Blood Ruby, before she raised a manicured brow.

      “Is that so?” She seemed utterly uncaring as she picked at invisible specks of dirt beneath her fingernails. “And what, pray tell, happened to them?”

      A ferocious snarl ripped out of me. “They’re dead.”

      “What?” Queen Marguerite looked up and scowled at me. “You killed them without my permission?”

      Scowled. At. Me.

      As if I had done something wrong. As if I hadn’t been forced into this because she released Roman and his insane cult from their tomb. As if I hadn’t been moments away from losing my wife because of her actions.

      Anger pulsed through me, and red edged my vision.

      “Forgive me, Your Majesty, if I valued my wife’s life over those vampires who didn’t even keep our laws,” I snarled.

      The queen sucked in a breath, and if I thought the room was tense before, now the air was so heavy I could cut it with a dagger. “You are not the king here, Sebastian. Those types of decisions are mine.”

      I stared at her. It was as though she was not even listening to me.

      “My deepest apologies, My Queen.” I dipped my head, hoping I sounded more contrite than I felt. “It was kill or be killed. Unfortunately, there was no time to seek your approval.” Mother was silent, so I added, “I apologize for my lack of foresight in not asking your permission to kill the People of the Night if they abducted my wife. To be fair, I didn’t see this coming.”

      Otherwise, I would never have taken Luna into the dungeon.

      The queen glared at me. “Would you do it again?”

      “Mother—”

      “I asked you a question,” she snapped. “Would you kill them again without permission?”

      The queen had never spoken to me like this before. She was never kind, but in the past, I would have said she at least cared about me. There wasn’t a hint of anything like that in her voice now.

      “If my wife’s life was at stake, I would do it again,” I admitted.

      Every day, I’d choose Luna.

      I didn’t say the last part out loud, but the queen must have seen something on my face. “Sebastian Montquartier, you are treading on dangerous ground, my son. Where does your loyalty lie?”

      My shadows pulsed in my veins, and a shudder ran through me. I had to pick my next words carefully. If not for my sake, then for Luna’s.

      In the end, I decided it was best to avoid the question entirely.

      “Ciro was there,” I said evenly.

      “With the People of the Night?” Though the queen still sounded angry, now something else was mixed in her voice as well. Intrigue, perhaps.

      I raised a brow, nodding stiffly. “I killed him, too.”

      “Hmm.” Queen Marguerite tilted her head, her heels clicking on the floor as she walked around us in a slow circle. Neither Luna nor I spoke, and nerves flooded through the Binding Mark.

      I wanted to take Luna away from here, but I didn’t want to risk angering the queen. Instead, I focused on the steady sound of my wife’s heartbeat, reminding myself that we were both alive.

      After a time, Queen Marguerite prowled back to her throne. She sat back, shadows swirling around her legs as she leisurely reclined. Though she may have appeared relaxed to anyone else, I knew the true danger lay in those black wisps.

      “Is there anything else you’d like to share, Sebastian? Perhaps you’d take it upon yourself to enlighten me on the specific circumstances of your wife’s Making?”

      I stared at the queen. “Roman Brollet is dead.”

      Mother raised a brow. “He was with the others?”

      “Yes,” I snarled as memories of Ithiar’s temple flashed through my mind. “Brollet attacked my wife and drained her of blood. By that time, Luna was dying.”

      “And this led to her Making?” Queen Marguerite asked.

      “Yes, Your Majesty.” Luna’s voice was steady as her thumb slipped between our joined hands, rubbing small circles on my palm. “It did.”

      Mother’s intense obsidian gaze darted back and forth between Luna and me like a pendulum in motion. If I hadn’t known any better, I would have thought she was reading our minds, but I knew Isvana had never blessed the queen with that gift.

      The silence that followed felt like an eternity as we waited for the queen to speak. The weight of her attention was suffocating, and I held my breath.

      When it felt like I couldn’t bear another moment of this, a frigid laugh came from the queen. “Well, all’s well that ends well, isn’t it?”

      That was the last thing I expected her to say, and the next words slipped out of my mouth before I could stop them.

      “This isn’t a laughing matter, Mother!” Dropping Luna’s hand, I clenched my fists at my sides, snarling, “This would never have happened if you had left the People of the Night in their tomb where they belonged.”
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      Minutes dragged on, and no one made a sound.

      My words hung in the air, and I wondered if I’d gone too far. My heart pounded and my hands grew slick, but I refused to let my fear show on my face.

      An eternity went by before Queen Marguerite finally moved. Tossing her hair over her shoulder, she drummed her manicured black nails on the armrest of her throne.

      “I will not debase myself by debating the semantics of past actions with you, son of my blood,” she said coolly. “During your absence, several items were overlooked while you were off engaging in leisurely activities with your wife.”

      A growl rumbled through me, but I tamped it down as the queen continued.

      Staying alive and getting Luna out of here was my only priority.

      We couldn’t afford to draw any more of the queen’s attention to us, so I remained silent.

      Mother was still talking. “The darkness is coming, Sebastian. Already, reports are filtering through the Koln Mountains that the lands bordering Ithenmyr are dying. People have noticed your absence. They’re whispering that your loyalties have shifted. Is that true?”

      And now the true reason for the summons was revealed. Mother’s early accusation of treason held more weight now. If she was afraid that my loyalty had moved, I would have to convince her she was wrong and get Luna out of here.

      “Of course not, Your Majesty.” I shook my head, staring at the floor. “I am your son, and loyal only to you.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Absolutely.” I nodded. “The people know not what they speak. They fear me, rightly so.”

      Even now, the dark power in my blood thrummed as if reminding me of its potential.

      “That is true,” the queen conceded. Crossing her legs, she leaned back on the throne, eyeing us carefully. “But I needed you, Sebastian. There are events occurring right now that require your attention. If your focus had been on me instead of playing games with your wife, you would know what they are.”

      “We were not playing games,” I growled, unable to stop myself.

      Queen Marguerite shrugged, twisting a lock of hair around her finger. “Most of life is a game, when you’re like us.”

      “I’ve found that games no longer bring me much enjoyment these days, My Queen,” I replied swiftly.

      “I see.” She raised a brow, managing to infuse both a threat of violence and a look of absolute boredom into her expression at the same time. “Are you saying that after three centuries, you’ve changed your mind about the offer I first made you?”

      My heart raced, and I tightened my fist.

      Shadows swirled around her feet. “If that’s the case, son of my blood, all you need to do is say the word and I will put you out of your misery.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” I said carefully.

      Her lips curved into a semblance of a smile. “Then you submit to my authority?”

      Where were these questions coming from? First the mention of treason, and now this? I tensed, and something within me screamed to pay attention.

      We were one wrong word away from death.

      Arching my neck to the side in a show of deference, I dropped to my knees and tugged Luna down with me.

      “Of course, I submit to you. I wouldn’t dream of doing otherwise.” At this moment, all my focus was on keeping Luna safe. Remembering Athena’s bloody fate, I drew in a deep breath. “I have done everything you asked of me.”

      Mother rose from her throne, once again making her rounds of the room. Three times she circled us, gripping the red ruby around her throat.

      When she came to a stop, it was directly in front of where Luna kneeled. I dared a peek, tightening my grip on Luna’s hand when I noticed the way the queen glared at her.

      “Yes,” Queen Marguerite muttered, “until now, you have.”

      Unease ran through me, and my stomach churned. A small voice in the back of my head ordered me to focus, and I drew my shadows to my fingertips. I wasn’t sure what I would do with them, but I felt better with them at my disposal.

      Eventually, Mother went back to her throne and clapped. “You may rise.”

      We clambered to our feet swiftly.

      “I suppose you’re right,” she said. “You’re here, after all. You obeyed my summons.”

      It wasn’t like we really had a choice. Combating a summons would have been a painful, and likely fruitless, endeavor. I hoped never to have to try.

      “Yes, My Queen,” I said.

      “You must be wondering why I’ve called you back?”

      “We are,” was my immediate response.

      “So docile. So responsive.” Queen Marguerite laughed, and the sound made my stomach twist. “The past few days have been rife with difficulties. I could have called you back to deal with any of them.” She ticked off her fingers one by one. “The Wasting Illness in the human villages is becoming a problem. Reports are in that more of them are dying by the day.” She narrowed her eyes. “The humans can’t die, Sebastian. We need their blood.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty.”

      No mention of the fact that humans were more than blood banks. More than just here to serve her. Mother had always hated humans, though. She saw them as nothing more than tools for her survival. I wondered what had filled her with such hatred, but this was not the time to ask.

      The queen was still speaking. “… Not only that, but the new ruler in Ithenmyr is quite the problem. Thrice, she has sent her armies to the mountains. We have defeated them, of course, but it grows tiresome. You’ll have to do something about it. I don’t want that bitch to think she has a right to my throne.”

      I barely bit back a sigh. Mother had generals for this sort of thing—why was she asking me to do it? I couldn’t ask her, though. Instead, I nodded. “Anything else?”

      “That spymaster of yours. What’s her name?”

      I raised a brow. “Phyrra.”

      “That’s the one. She has a message for you.” In an act unbecoming of a vampire of her age, Queen Marguerite rolled her eyes. “I’m not a go-between, Sebastian. I don’t enjoy carrying messages for you like some common courier.”

      “I understand, Mother. It won’t happen again.”

      The queen sighed, waving her hand in the air. “And of course, there’s the purpose of my summons.”

      My heart tightened in my chest, and beside me, Luna inhaled. The sound echoed through the otherwise empty room, and my shadows throbbed as tension grew. We were playing a game with the queen, but she was the only one who knew the rules. Luna and I were walking around blindly, trying to stay within the invisible boundaries.

      A growl rumbled through me, and frustration bubbled in my veins. Instead of letting that show, I dipped my head. “Yes, Your Majesty. What can I do for you?”

      Queen Marguerite’s lips tilted up, and an aura of violence radiated off her. “How kind of you to ask,” she said, as if she hadn’t led me straight to the question. “It just so happens that I’ve added a few things to my birthday celebrations.”

      I fought to keep my face impassive, but it was difficult. She had summoned us for a party? “Oh?”

      The queen’s smile turned wolfish, and she bared her fangs at us.

      Luna inched towards me, and a swell of masculine pride ran through me. My wife sought me as a place of refuge. I gripped her hand, holding her close to my side.

      Queen Marguerite’s smile twisted into a sneer. “In fact, I have decided to host a tournament.”

      “I see,” I said flatly.

      She raised a brow. “Would you like to know who the guest of honor is?”

      Wouldn’t it be her?

      I didn’t ask her that, though. “Of course.”

      Mother grinned. “It shall be you, son of my blood. In fact, all of this is for you.”

      A tournament.

      Of all the ridiculous reasons she could have brought us back here, this wasn’t one of the ones I’d considered.

      “Your Majesty?” My brows furrowed. “I’m not sure I—”

      “Let me finish, Sebastian,” she snapped.

      I clamped my mouth shut, and the queen continued. “In one week, my games—festivities of the night, if you will—shall begin. At the end, on the eve of the ball being thrown in my honor, you will fight for me.”

      My blood froze. “I—”

      “This is not up for debate, my son.” She fixed me with a hard stare. “You made me a promise, did you not?”

      I nodded slowly. In exchange for Luna’s life, I had given the queen my word I would do whatever she wanted. A blank slate. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled, and even my shadows grew cold within me. Why was she calling it in to have me participate in a frivolous tournament?

      Something larger was at play here.

      “And who shall I be fighting, Your Majesty?” I asked.

      She cackled like a hyena. “Why isn’t it delightful?” Clapping her hands as though she had just been delivered a gift, she grinned. “It’s a secret.”

      Shock filtered through the Binding Mark, and Luna gasped. I squeezed her fingers, willing her not to speak.

      “I haven’t even told you both the most exciting part, yet.” Queen Marguerite leaned toward me, practically falling off her throne in glee. “It shall be a fight to the death.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After that less-than-delightful proclamation about the tournament, there wasn’t much left to say. Luna remained silent next to me as I bid goodbye to Mother. Holding my wife’s hand, I shadowed us first to the guards’ barracks, where I ordered soldiers to watch my wing of the castle, before bringing us back to my room in silence.

      It was just as we’d left it. Thick obsidian curtains were drawn over the windows, blocking out the rising sun. The bed was made, the floor was clean, and someone had folded our clothes and put them away.

      Usually, this space brought me a sense of comfort. Not tonight, though. The moment our feet touched the ground, I moved with silent purpose, placing my hands on the walls. Drawing on my shadows, I erected wards around our room before dropping onto the bed.

      My heart pounded, and thinking was nearly impossible. I was in shock, which was honestly a surprise, considering the things Queen Marguerite had made me do in the past few centuries, but here I was, spiraling. I could barely breathe, let alone move.

      A fight to the death.

      Of all the different ways the queen could have called in her promise, I’d never considered this possibility.

      My state of shock did not extend to Luna, however. She found her voice soon after I finished placing the wards.

      “I hate her,” she said viciously, ripping my cloak from her shoulders and dropping it on the ground. “The queen is a bitch. It took everything I had to bite my tongue and not scream at her.”

      She paced across the room, her mouth moving silently as she thought. Her expression was fierce, and her eyes were wide. She stomped into the bathing room, splashing water on her face and hands, before continuing her march around the room.

      When she finally stopped, she glared at me. “Does Queen Marguerite honestly think you’re going to fight someone to the death? Even after everything else you’ve done for her?”

      Of course she did. I was her weapon, forged from her blood to do what she asked. I couldn’t refuse the queen’s request, no matter how ridiculous it was. She had spared Luna’s life, and for that, I owed her a debt.

      I must have been silent for too long, because Luna crossed her arms over her chest and glared at me. “Well? Aren’t you going to say something?”

      Sighing, I pulled off my boots, dropping them in a heap on the floor as the exhaustion of the night caught up with me. “What is there to say?”

      She stared at me. “How about something along the lines of ‘my mother is crazy, Luna, and of course I will not participate in a tournament that could get me, and by extension, you, killed’? That would be a great start.”

      Sighing, I shook my head.

      Luna snarled, displaying her sharp fangs. I wasn’t even sure she knew she was doing it. That was one of the dangers of newly Made vampires. They were far stronger than most of our kind, thanks to the higher amount of human blood running through their veins, and they had difficulty managing their powers.

      I renewed my vow to teach Luna everything I knew. I never wanted her to lose control and hurt someone. My wife had a kind heart, and killing someone would cause her immeasurable grief and sorrow.

      Running a hand through my hair, I shook my head. “I can’t.”

      Luna blinked disbelievingly. “You can’t say it or you can’t fight in the tournament?”

      “I have to do it, Luna.” The heavy weight of the past few days came crashing down on me, and I groaned. “I must do this. I have no choice.”

      I never had choices.

      She started to say something else, but I ran my hand over my face. It was cowardly, but I gathered my shadows around me, moving into the bathing room. I couldn’t deal with this right now.

      Washing my face, I dropped my clothes on the floor before stepping under the icy stream of the shower. I could have turned it to warm—the castle was equipped with boilers that heated water—but I didn’t.

      The cold water would keep me sane.

      A fight to the death.

      What I hadn’t said to Luna was that I didn’t really care about the fight itself. What was one more death in the grand scheme of things? I already had hundreds of lives on my conscience, and I would kill thousands more if it meant Luna would remain alive.

      That probably said something about me, but I wasn’t in the mood to parse it out.

      Instead, I let the glacial water run over me until it chilled me to my bones. Then I remained under the water for another few minutes. When I was so cold that I was numb from head to toe, I turned off the water. Drying off, I pulled on a pair of loose black trousers before summoning my wings. They were a comforting weight on my back, and I kept them out as I shadowed back to the bedroom.

      By the time I returned, Luna had changed into a white, long-sleeved nightgown edged in lace. She sat on the edge of the bed, her legs tucked beneath her, as she brushed her hair.

      “I understand,” she whispered the moment she saw me. “I don’t like it, and I’m not happy about it, but I understand.”

      That wasn’t at all what I expected her to say, but at the same time, it was so like Luna that all I could do was smile. “Thank you.”

      She patted the bed next to her, and I was there in a heartbeat. The mattress shifted as I sat beside her, watching as Luna methodically ran the brush through her hair. Every stroke was mesmerizing.

      We sat in silence for a long time, the Binding Mark quietly humming contentedly at our nearness. It wasn’t until Luna separated her locks into three, preparing to braid them, that she turned to me.

      “Tell me a story, Sebastian,” she requested softly.

      Again, with the surprise. Would Luna never cease to fascinate me? “What kind of story?”

      Her hands moved swiftly, the braid forming quickly under her practiced hands.

      “Whatever you want.” She tied a leather band around the end of her hair, gazing up at me. “I want to know everything about you, husband of mine.”
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      Sebastian paused, and I shimmied back, resting against the headboard as I pulled the weighted, royal blue quilt over my lap. The room was dark, lacking even a single violet orb, but I no longer needed light to see. It was definitely going to take some getting used to, but I was grateful. I never would have imagined a day would come where I could sit in the dark without the sinking, horrible panic that came from being in a room without light.

      The prince’s wings were shadowy outlines against the murky room, but I knew the moment his eyes met mine because the corner of his lips twitched. “Did I ever tell you about the time I went to the Indigo Ocean and met the merfolk?”

      Shaking my head, I curled up around a pillow. “You did not, but that sounds like an excellent story.”

      Sebastian moved, wrapping himself snuggly around me before his wings enveloped us both. “It is.”

      He kissed my hair, and I wiggled against him, trying to get comfortable. He made a sound of amusement, holding still until I found the perfect spot.

      His voice was low as he ran a hand down my braid. “A few decades ago, Mother sent me to the Indigo Coast to meet with the merfolk. It was nighttime—”

      “Obviously,” I interjected. “You do everything by the light of the moon.”

      He chuckled softly, the deep sound heating my insides and letting me know he didn’t mind my interruption. “Would you like to tell this story?”

      “I’ll try to be quiet,” I promised.

      We both knew it was unlikely to occur.

      “I thank you.” He lifted my hand, brushing his lips over the inside of my wrist. “As I was saying, it was nighttime. The moon was high, and it was a rare, clear night. I had flown to the coast, and my muscles were aching from the exercise. That night, the moon reflected on the water. I stood at the edge of the ocean and summoned the mer.”

      Growing up, I’d learned about the merfolk who lived in the Indigo Ocean, but I’d never met anyone who had actually seen a mermaid. Sebastian had so much more life experience than me. I would never understand how this vampire who had lived for centuries found love with me. My skills started and ended in libraries and laboratories.

      “How do you summon mer?” I asked, unable to keep the question to myself.

      He laughed. “It’s a process that involves a little magic, and a lot of patience. One day, I’ll show you.”

      I hummed, closing my eyes as I tried to imagine the ocean. The largest body of water I’d ever seen was the Forgotten Lake in Ipotha, where it was rumored that giant water monsters lived. They were just rumors, though. I’d never seen them.

      “Did the merfolk come?” I asked.

      He nodded, his wings holding me tight. “They did. Not one, but two merfolk heard my call and arrived.”

      “Who were they?”

      His hand ran up and down my arm, the movements lulling me into a gentle sleep. “They were called Mareena and Calix,” he said. “They were a bonded pair, and the mermaid claimed to be the Heir to the Coral Throne.”

      A yawn slipped out of me. “I’ve never met a mermaid, but all my research speaks to their incredible beauty.”

      Just like vampires. I had yet to meet a child of the moon that lacked the almost-painful beauty I associated with Sebastian’s kind. My kind.

      He hummed, running his hand over my hip before tucking me firmly against him. “Your research was correct. The merfolk worship Nontia, and she blessed them with beauty.”

      “Were they kind? The merfolk?”

      Sebastian paused, and I could almost feel him thinking. “Yes.” He sounded surprised. “They were far kinder than I would have imagined them to be. The merfolk govern themselves, living outside the bounds of the Four Kingdoms. They are… collectors.”

      Fascinating.

      I murmured, “What do they collect?”

      “Everything,” he replied softly. “Stories. Objects. Legacies. They had a relic in their possession that Mother wanted, so I procured it for her.”

      My head grew heavy, and sleep was not far off. “I’d like to meet the merfolk,” I whispered. “Would you take me there?”

      “Darling, I’ll take you anywhere.”

      He continued talking, his voice low as I drifted off to sleep.
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      An overpowering, enticing scent yanked me out of my slumber. It was thick and heady—the sort that could only come from one source. My fangs ached with excitement and anticipation. My vision acclimated to the dark immediately, and I glanced around, taking in my surroundings.

      Sebastian’s wing was still curled around me, and his hand rested possessively on my hip. I liked that. We hadn’t done anything but talk, but I’d felt safe falling asleep.

      Sniffing the air, I tried to figure out where the delicious smell came from. My stomach growled, and suddenly, food was my only thought. I was out of bed in a flash, my feet moving so fast that I barely registered the fact that I now stood at the door.

      The knob was between my fingers in an instant. I twisted it with far more force than necessary, yanking the door open. Some part of me was aware of my heart pounding in my chest and a strange, ferocious roar that filled the air, but I couldn’t dedicate any thought to either of them.

      My entire focus was locked on that enticing aroma.

      “Princess?”

      My head whipped to the side, and I snarled at the vampire standing guard in the hallway. I vaguely recognized him as Tristan, one of Sebastian’s trusted soldiers.

      He stared at me. “Does the prince know—”

      Another whiff of that mouth-watering scent hit my nose, and my arm whipped out, shoving the guard aside. Tristan’s back slammed into the stone wall with a loud crack as I turned my head.

      The scent grew stronger. I stared down the hall. My heart raced, and my ears twitched as a hunter’s instinct rose from somewhere deep within me.

      There.

      A sound I hadn’t even known I could make ripped out of me at the sight of the red-haired human standing at the end of the hall. He was tall, with freckles along the bridge of his nose, and he wore a violet ribbon around his neck.

      For the life of me, I couldn’t remember what it meant.

      The servant looked at me, his eyes growing wide as a tremor ran through his hands. The coffee cups he carried shook, clinking together, and he swore, “Shit.”

      A feral snarl tore out of me.

      He yelled, and the tray slipped from his grasp, sending hot coffee and ceramic mugs to the stone floor with a deafening clatter. The sound echoed through the hallway, and the servant turned and ran as I approached.

      He was fast.

      I was faster.

      No one could outrun me like this.

      I closed the distance between us in seconds. I was close enough to make out the freckles on the back of his neck when a horrible pain erupted in my stomach. It unraveled like a coiled barbed rope, attacking me swiftly. Fire ran through my insides, erupting into flame as I tried to fight the pain.

      My heart pounded against the confines of my chest, and my fangs burned.

      Hungry.

      I screamed, the sound so high-pitched it could shatter glass, and tears ran down my face. It felt like my stomach was being stabbed as I crawled towards the servant.

      Like a crab, he scrambled away from me through the puddle of coffee. “Help!” he yelled.

      I reached out, my fingers inches from his ankle.

      Hungry.

      I was so hungry.

      A mangled moan left my lips as black edged my vision.

      A hand landed on my shoulder, and I whipped around. Or at least, I tried to. In reality, the pain was so overwhelming that I barely moved.

      “Get out of here.” Tristan appeared in my rapidly shrinking field of vision, grabbing my arm.

      “Yes, sir,” the servant choked out. Abandoning the broken mugs, he scurried away, almost slipping in his haste.

      “No,” I moaned. Wrapping my arms around my aching stomach as my breakfast ran away, I sobbed. “I’m so hungry.”

      The guard sighed. “Come on, Princess.” He picked me up as though I weighed nothing at all. “Let’s get you back to your room.”

      I had nothing left in me to protest. Wincing, I bemoaned the hunger and pain dueling for attention within me. It felt like pins and needles were being shoved into every inch of my skin.

      A foot met a door, then a deep, masculine moan came from somewhere in front of me. Sebastian lay on the floor, his wings draped around him as shadows flooded the room.

      He looked as bad as I felt.

      Raising his head off the floor, Sebastian cursed. “Thank you, Tristan.” He groaned. “Put her down, please.”

      “Are you sure?” the guard holding me asked. “It seems—”

      “Do it,” Sebastian growled, somehow finding the strength to inject force into his voice.

      Tristan did as he was told, placing me on the floor beside my husband. I wept as the cold stone pressed against my cheek, a welcome distraction from the internal agony. There was a scratching sound, then a hand landed on mine.

      Instantly, the pain receded. My chest loosened, and my heart returned to its normal rhythm.

      Exhaling, Sebastian pushed himself onto his forearms. “You may go,” he ordered the guard. “Do not let anyone in.”

      Tristan nodded, hurrying out of the room as if someone had set him on fire, slamming the door shut behind him.

      The moment the door closed, Sebastian rolled over. He tucked one arm under my neck, and the other under my thighs, and picked me up off the floor. He moved swiftly toward the bed, holding me close against his bare chest.

      “What happened, Luna?” he asked quietly, his wings curling around me protectively. “I woke up, and you were gone.”

      Those ridiculous tears came once more, and I couldn’t stop them as they rolled down my cheeks. Soon, red streaked across Sebastian’s chest.

      It only made me feel worse.

      “Luna?” he asked again.

      “I was sleeping, and then… I smelled the human.” I shuddered, wanting to curl into a ball and die. “I smelled him, Sebastian, and the hunger roared to life.” More tears ran down my cheeks, and I shook my head back and forth. “I would have killed him.”

      “But you didn’t.” Sebastian held me tighter, either not noticing or not caring about the red smearing all over his bare chest.

      I noticed them.

      My stomach churned at the sight of the blood tears.

      “I would have,” I whispered. Holding up my wrist, I stared at the red line running through the Binding Mark. The servant’s screams echoed in my mind, and even now, my fangs ached. “The only reason I didn’t was the Tether. Is this who I am now? A killer?”

      I hated that.

      Sebastian growled. “No. You’re not a killer, my love. You’re Luna. Just because you’re a vampire now doesn’t change that.”

      His words hung between us, but I wasn’t ready to hear them. Not yet. Possibly not ever.

      “Maybe,” I whispered.

      My name might have been the same, but right now, I didn’t feel like Luna. The old me wouldn’t have charged at a poor human intent on ripping out his throat and feasting on his blood. The old me would have rather starved than hurt another person. She would have thought about the ramifications of her actions.

      But instead, all I had been able to think about was blood.

      The old Luna would have been disgusted… but she was dead. Even if I was, at least in the most technical of senses, still alive—my heart was still active in my chest, even though it beat slowly, and my lungs drew breath—I wasn’t the same.

      The sharp fangs prodding my tongue were proof of that.

      Last night, Sebastian had told me about the merfolk and I’d dreamed of visiting my family before the queen’s ridiculous tournament started. I had hoped Sebastian could shadow us back to Ipotha so I could visit Papa and Marius.

      Now, I realized that dream was foolish. I couldn’t be trusted around my family. I couldn’t even be trusted not to tear the throat out of helpless, nameless servants who were doing their jobs.

      How could I risk being around the people I loved?

      “I’m sorry,” I mumbled.

      Sebastian traced my cheek, and he wiped away a tear. “What for?”

      A choked laugh escaped me. “This probably wasn’t what you expected to happen when you Made me.” More tears. There were always more tears these days. I huffed, trying to draw them back into me. “Damn it all to hell! I couldn’t cry at all when I was human, but now that I’m a vampire, it’s like two gods-damned bloody faucets are on my face!”

      Sebastian stared at me for a long moment before chuckling softly. “Darling, I did not have any expectations when I Made you. I just didn’t want you to die.” He gazed at me kindly, his expression softening. “Does that make me a bad person?”

      “No.” I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes. “It does make you crazy, though.”

      This time, he laughed. The deep sound rumbled through us both as I remained cradled in his arms.

      “Every time I think I know what is going to come out of your mouth, you surprise me. If I’m crazy, Luna, then so be it.” He kissed me, bloody tears and all. “You make me crazy.”

      “I’m still sorry about engaging the Tether,” I told him. “I didn’t even remember it existed. The hunger… it overpowered everything else.”

      “It’ll be okay, Luna. I’ll teach you to manage the urges.” He held me tight, the pressure of his arms somehow exactly what I needed. Pressed here, against his chest, the lub-dub of his heart was louder than ever. I concentrated on the sound, breathing in and out in time with his heart.

      That ache in my gums didn’t go away. If anything, it got worse. Eventually, I knew I couldn’t ignore it any longer.

      “I’m hungry, Sebastian,” I admitted. The words hurt as I forced them past my lips, but he needed to know if he was going to help me… manage this.

      How did one learn how to counteract their very instinct to be a killer?

      I supposed I was going to find out.

      He regarded me intently. “Alright,” he said. “One moment, Luna. Let me get cleaned up first.”

      Because he was covered in my blood tears. I had forgotten about that.

      “I’ll stay here,” I whispered.

      Sebastian placed me on the bed with care, and I drew my legs to my chest. Settling in to wait, I pressed my chin against them as he shadowed into the bathing room.

      The sound of running water hit my ears, but all I could think about was the acrid scent of the servant’s fear as he scrambled away from me. His cry for help was seared into my memory, and it would haunt me for the rest of my life. I would never hurt a human like that, I vowed. I would never be responsible for causing someone that kind of pain.

      Lost in thought, I didn’t hear Sebastian return. His hand landed on my shoulder, still damp from the shower, and I turned. He sat next to me, his chest bare, and cleaned of my tears.

      “Drink,” he said gruffly, exposing his neck to me. “Take as much as you want. Then I’ll talk to Tristan and make sure that only vampires come into our wing. That way, you won’t have to worry about hurting anyone else.”

      His caring nature—something which was entirely at odds with the rough, deadly exterior he showed everyone else—made my insides melt. He might have been the Prince of Darkness, but he was also mine.

      “Thank you, Sebastian.” Moving closer, I pressed my fangs against his neck and inhaled. His scent flooded through me as his hand moved around the back of my head, and he pressed me against him.

      “Anything for you, Luna.”
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        * * *

      

      Standing beneath the shower with my eyes closed and my head tilted back, I remained still as the hot water poured over me. Like the steady beats of a rainstorm, they slowly pounded me until, bit by bit, I felt more like myself. All traces of my tears were gone, and now the water ran clear as it streamed over me.

      It still amazed me that in this massive castle, they had miraculous inventions like hot water on demand. Although I supposed that being vampires meant they had a lot of spare time on their hands for studies and experimentation. A flutter of excitement ran through me at the thought of what that might mean for my own studies, before reality set in.

      I couldn’t go to the library right now. I wasn’t sure I could even be around humans without losing control. After I finished drinking, Sebastian had assured me that if I fed from him as soon as we woke up, it would help keep the worst urges at bay, but what if he was wrong? What if they didn’t? What if I saw another servant and ripped into them without thinking?

      It didn’t matter what color ribbon they wore around their neck. Red or violet, I would never forgive myself for taking someone’s life.

      “Besides, you still have Marius’s illness to research,” I muttered to myself, running shampoo through my hair.

      That was more than enough for right now. If I could help my brother, then maybe we could also help the other humans suffering from the same illness.

      Wondering what other medicines I might create now that I had infinitely more time on my hands, I ran some conditioner through my hair and washed my body before turning off the water. Stepping out of the shower, the door slid shut behind me as I dried off.

      The moon was bright tonight, casting the bathing room in a soft silver glow as I wrapped the towel around myself. My bare feet slapped against the tile floor as I crossed over to the large mirror hanging over the sink.

      Gripping the counter with one hand, I traced the reflection staring back at me. It was me… but not.

      The vampire in the mirror wore her sadness like armor. Her face, paler than mine used to be, looked different. Though I could see traces of myself in her, it was as though someone had taken an eraser to my hard lines and edges, making everything a little too smooth. Too perfect.

      I’d seen myself in the compact mirror, but this was different.

      I turned one way, then the other, studying my profile intently. My red lips were full and bright, and my eyes were as black as ink. My hair shone like silk, cascading in smooth waves to my waist. Like all the other vampires I’d ever met, there was something distinctly unnatural about the way I looked. I was a little too beautiful. Too symmetrical.

      Death disguised as beauty—vampires were nature’s perfect weapon.

      Then I peeled back my lips. It was hard to hold back the shudder that ran through me as I stared into my mouth. Two gleaming fangs were nestled in my gums, shining in the moonlight. As sharp as the tip of any blade, they didn’t even pretend to be innocuous.

      They were as dangerous as a sword, ready to destroy life on a moment’s notice.

      Remembering the way I had lunged at the servant earlier, so intent on drinking his blood, I shivered. I would have killed him if I’d gotten my fangs into him. I never thought I would be thankful for the Tether, and yet, it had stopped me from becoming a murderer.

      Could you be grateful for something and still hate it?

      That thought was too heavy for right now. Shoving it deep within me, I stared at my reflection. There was one more thing I wanted to do. Releasing the towel, the cold air washed down my back as I stood naked in front of the mirror. I leaned on the counter for support and shut my eyes. Focusing on that spot where my shoulder blades came together, I did as Sebastian had told me and pushed.

      This time, the pain wasn’t as sharp as it had been before. My bones cracked and my skin shifted, making room for my wings as they burst out of my back. They were heavy, and already, I could feel the strain on muscles I hadn’t known existed.

      Opening my eyes, I studied the appendages in the mirror. Like Sebastian’s, my wings were arched like those of a bat. They were massive, stretching to either side of me and curving up to a sharp point. Each one sported a singular, sharp talon on the top that mimicked my pointed fangs. Wisps of shadows hung around them, but when I tried to make the shadows obey my will, all they did was float around.

      I tried not to feel sad about that. Many vampires only had wings or shadows. Very few had both, or so Sebastian had told me.

      I gave an experimental flap and instantly regretted the action. My entire back, from the base of my neck to the bottom of my spine, burned from the effort. There had to be a trick to using them, but I did not know where to begin. Attempting to lift them higher, the way I’d seen Sebastian do countless times, I tried again. The second flap was even worse. All I seemed capable of was shifting my new appendages awkwardly.

      A knock came on the door, saving me from failing at flapping for a third time, and the delicious aroma of roasted coffee beans reached my nose. Scents were so much stronger as a vampire, and I was still getting used to being able to smell everything. Picking up my discarded towel off the ground, I wrapped it around myself before hurrying to the door.

      I opened it without thought, focused on the imminent arrival of caffeine. “Is that coffee?”

      Standing in the doorway, as unmoving as a gargoyle guarding Castle Sanguis, was Sebastian. He stared at me like I was a creature from another planet, which was disconcerting, to say the least.

      “Sebastian?” I asked.

      Still no response.

      I reached for one of the mugs, and the movement shifted the towel. The fabric slipped, revealing part of my chest. Blood rushed to my cheeks as I covered myself, trying to maintain an air of nonchalance that I did not feel as I took the cup and brought it to my lips. The first sip burned and carried traces of bitterness, but the second was truly delicious.

      It was only then that I realized Sebastian still hadn’t said a word.

      I repeated his name, and he blinked. “Your wings are out.”

      Apparently, we were back to stating the obvious.

      “So are yours.” Reaching out, I ran a finger down the ridge of his nearest wing. Sebastian jolted at the first touch, his eyes darkening as a groan slipped out of him. “Do you have a problem with mine?”

      “Not a problem, Luna.” He shook his head, looking almost pained as he drew in a deep breath. “No, this definitely isn’t a problem.” He raised a brow, seeming more composed. “Although I wouldn’t have arranged our outing if I knew this was what waited for me on the other side of the door.”

      “An outing?” My ears perked up. So did my wings. That was strange and would definitely take some getting used to. “Where are we going?”

      I bounced on the balls of my feet as excitement at finally getting out of Castle Sanguis and exploring this country that was now my home bubbled through me. I hadn’t forgotten what happened earlier with the servant, but I trusted Sebastian. He wouldn’t suggest an outing if he didn’t think it was safe.

      He was still staring at me. “I… we’re…” Shadowing over to the bed, he picked up a dress out of a pile that hadn’t been there before. Practically throwing the garment at me, Sebastian ran a hand over his face. “Please put this on, Luna,” he rasped. “I’d be happy to tell you after.”

      Amused, I took the dress from him and slipped back into the bathing room. Focusing on my wings, I made them disappear before drawing on the gown. A blue so dark it looked like the night sky, the garment was beautiful. At first glance, it looked like all the other ones I’d worn since arriving in this frigid country. After it was on, though, I realized the back was lower than normal.

      Deciding I had time for a quick experiment, I pushed my new appendages back out. This time, I barely felt them as they emerged. Sure enough, my hypothesis had been correct.

      They hung on my back, the fabric curved low enough that they could come in and out as I pleased.

      “So thoughtful,” I murmured as I made the wings disappear once again before I walked back into our bedroom. “I’m ready.”

      Sebastian had changed. Dressed in his signature shade, my vampire’s wings were still out as he smiled at me. “I’d say I liked this better, but it would be a lie.” He crossed the room, kissing me. “But at least now I can think.”

      Exhilaration surged through me at the knowledge that I affected him so much. I hadn’t known love could be like this. All-consuming, and yet tender and fun and exciting at the same time.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      His eyes sparkled. “Take a guess.”

      I pursed my lips, tapping my chin. “I don’t think you’d consider the castle library an outing.”

      He shook his head. “You’re right. We’re going somewhere else.”

      “The Dead Forest?”

      He shook his head. “No. Better.”

      “Your cabin?”

      “Nope.” Sebastian held out his arms, and I walked into his embrace. “We’re going to meet with Phyrra and Rhain. If you enjoyed the castle library, Luna, then you’re really going to like this.”

      His shadows swirled around us, and before I could ask any more questions, we were off.

    

  







            Twin Signs of Great Power

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






SEBASTIAN

        

      

    

    
      I hadn’t even finished drawing the shadows back into me before Luna gasped. Pure, unfiltered delight came through the Binding Mark as she turned in a slow circle, confirming that I’d made the right call in bringing her here. This was one of the most beautiful places in Eleyta, and I knew it would be the perfect distraction from the looming threat of Mother’s tournament.

      Enormous glass walls tinted green provided shelter to the jungle-like foliage growing in this sacred space. The moonlight shone brightly, and the slanted roof protected the entire structure from the elements. We stood on an elevated balcony, which gave us the perfect view as half a dozen vampires in long, flowing white robes edged in green moved along the rows with purpose. Some carried pruning tools while others watered the various plants.

      The air here was perpetually damp and humid, a stark contrast to the dry cold of the winter, and already sweat beaded on my forehead. It was uncomfortable, but that feeling dissolved the moment Luna turned to me, practically vibrating with excitement as a smile stretched across her face.

      “What is this place?” she asked.

      “The Frost Conservatory,” I told her. “Do you like it?”

      Her grin was radiant. “I love it.” She kissed me. “Thank you.”

      I had hoped she’d like it, but her reaction was more than I had expected. Her happiness was contagious, and a smile spread across my face. Slinging my arm over Luna’s shoulders, I held her close. “I thought you might like to look around for your plant.”

      Though it seemed impossible, her smile widened even further. “You remembered.”

      “Of course I did.” I remembered everything Luna told me. “I thought this might be a pleasant break from the castle.”

      And the fact that there weren’t any humans here helped as well. A group of dedicated vampires who were sworn to Ithiar spent their lives running the Frost Conservatory and other greenhouses like it.

      Luna stared out over the balcony, a frown taking over her features.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, concerned.

      She rubbed her temples. “Syndra said something about a harbinger. That I needed to seek the Fourth Order…”

      I shook my head, barely holding in the growl threatening to erupt out of me. “Syndra betrayed you, Luna.” Her dead body was the last thing I saw before the People of the Night ambushed us. “We need to take everything she told you with a grain of salt.”

      Luna sighed. “That’s true.”

      I was right, but the fact that my wife still frowned was upsetting. I didn’t bring her here to cause her grief.

      “Look on the bright side.” I tugged Luna away from the railing. “Now you get to spend the night exploring.”

      “Just me?” Luna glanced up, her brows knitting together. “Where are you going?”

      I tapped the Binding Mark on her wrist, smiling ruefully. “Nowhere. But I have a few meetings to take, and I thought this would be a better alternative than boring you to death.”

      Luna pursed her lips, and a pang of guilt ran through me. I didn’t want to leave her alone—even though we couldn’t go far—but it was necessary. Besides, she could use the distraction. I knew how worried she was about the tournament, but there wasn’t anything we could do about it right now.

      “Are you sure they won’t mind my presence?” she asked.

      “Not at all.” Raising a hand, I caught the attention of the nearest vampire. “Brylla?”

      The gardener looked up from where she was pruning a white rosebush, dropping her shears on the ground in her haste to hurry over. She bowed. “Your Highness?”

      I gestured for Brylla to rise, waiting until she stood with her hands clasped in front of her before speaking. “This is my wife, Luna. She’s very interested in botany, and I was hoping you’d be able to give her a tour?”

      “Of course, My Prince.” Brylla smiled. “It would be my pleasure.”

      Luna turned to me, raising a brow. “Sebastian, what are we going to do about the…” Her voice trailed off, but she glanced at her wrist.

      “Don’t worry about that,” I assured her. “I have a plan. Go ahead and enjoy yourself.”

      I hoped she would, especially because the time before the tournament was dwindling. Already, a sense of urgency was growing within me. I wasn’t sure how much longer we would be able to indulge in simple activities like this, enjoying each other’s company without the demands of the upcoming event consuming all our attention.

      Six nights didn’t seem like much time, especially after Luna almost killed the servant. I needed to teach her to manage the urges, or she was at risk of running a rampage through the castle.

      Neither of us wanted that.

      After a moment’s hesitation, Luna followed Brylla down the stairs into the main part of the greenhouse.

      “What kind of plants do you grow here?” my wife asked, trailing her fingers over a leaf as long as her arm.

      “All sorts,” Brylla said proudly. “We grow them from seeds that we’ve acquired from all around the Four Kingdoms.” She touched a bright red flower with three long petals. “This is known as the Kiss of Death, and it comes from across the Indigo Ocean, in the land of Faerie.”

      Luna gasped. “The fae? Truly?”

      “Yes, and…” Brylla kept talking, leading my wife into the labyrinth of plants.

      I watched the two of them get settled in a rhythm, whispering as they ran their hands over various plants, before I shadowed to the middle of the greenhouse.

      Hidden by a few well-placed ferns with leaves as big as my head was a long wooden table. Books and sheets of paper covered the surface, but it was currently unoccupied. It would serve me well, affording me a modicum of privacy, all the while ensuring the Tether did not cause us any problems.

      Drawing on the dark magic in my veins, I erected a privacy ward around the table. Sitting on the wooden chair, I crossed my arms and rested my chin on them, looking out the window behind me. The Frost Conservatory was west of Castle Sanguis, bordered on all sides by a forest that protected it from the wind. It was calm, and snow fell peacefully outside. More importantly, it was secluded and safe.

      Well.

      Safe enough.

      I would be keeping my guard up, of course. One couldn’t be too careful. When I’d spoken with Tristan, he reported that the queen was acting more paranoid than ever. Coupled with her strange remarks of treason and the simmering tension in Castle Sanguis, I was taking all precautions. Whether the coming darkness would be as bad as Mother thought or not, it was wise to be careful.

      A family of deer ran in front of the window, moving swiftly as they leaped through several feet of snow. The smallest had just disappeared into the forest when the ward rippled and a whoosh of wind came from behind me. I turned around at the sound of a soft laugh.

      Phyrra, my spymaster, perched on the edge of the table. Her dark russet skin seemed to glow in the moonlight, and her braid hung down her back. Some might have looked at her height and automatically underestimated her, but she was one of the most lethal vampires I’d ever met.

      She reached over, rubbing her fingers over a long, thin greenish-blue leaf with ribbed edges. “Interesting meeting place you’ve chosen here.” She raised a brow. “I must admit, I reread your summons three times to make sure I had it right.”

      “Never mind the meeting place. What do you have to report?” I already had to explain the Tether to Tristan after Luna attempted to kill the servant this morning, and I wasn’t keen on having to let anyone else in on our secret, even if I trusted them. Secrets were nothing but opportunities for betrayal.

      She dropped the leaf, sighing. “It’s not good, Bastian. I have really bad news and terrible news.”

      My stomach sank. Not that Phyrra often had good news to report—that was the nature of her work for me—but I had hoped that perhaps, just once, her reports wouldn’t be horrible.

      “Are either of them going to make me want to murder someone?” I asked.

      My spymaster’s throat bobbed, and she nodded. “Probably both, to be honest with you.”

      “Then I will take the really bad news first.”

      Fabric rustled and someone coughed as one of the gardeners walked by the table. He held a woven basket and dipped his head respectfully, hurrying along. Phyrra paused, waiting until he was at the other end of the conservatory.

      “We’re fine to talk. I erected a ward when I got here,” I told her. “No one can hear us.”

      Phyrra’s shoulders remained tense, her mouth pinched in a fine line as she waited another minute. It wasn’t surprising that she did not relax. I employed her with a handsome salary for her abilities. It would be rather disappointing if she let down her guard so easily.

      “I tried to send you a message earlier this week.” She peered at me shrewdly. “Where were you?”

      From anyone else, this question would have been impertinent. But from Phyrra, I knew it was just because she was trying to do her job. I had anticipated this question, and though I was not prepared to share the extent of what happened, I gave her a truncated version of events.

      At the end, Phyrra ran her hand through her hair. “Gods. That’s… a lot.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “And you’re alright?” She examined me carefully, as if she could see into my soul.

      “We’re fine. Luna is adapting well.”

      “Good.” She sighed. “Before you went… away, you asked me to be on the lookout for anything strange.”

      I nodded.

      She tapped her fingers rhythmically on her thigh. “There were three separate attempts to infiltrate your personal quarters in the castle while you were gone. My spies stopped them all.”

      A growl rumbled through me, and my fists clenched. “What?”

      Phyrra’s face paled, and she continued quickly. “Two were vampires who staked themselves upon their capture, but the third was a Death Elf. The would-be intruder injured two of my best spies, but not before they captured the elf.”

      My nostrils flared. “I assume you dealt with the Death Elf appropriately?”

      No one tried to come into my home and take what was mine and lived.

      She nodded. “I interrogated the intruder thoroughly first.”

      I’d been party to these interrogations in the past. Phyrra was skilled with her hands, often using thin silver scalpels to… encourage conversation. Even the most battle-hardened soldiers begged for mercy by the time she was done with them.

      “And?”

      “The Death Elf told me their benefactor insisted on remaining anonymous, conducting all their meetings in secret. This mysterious being hired them a fortnight ago for one purpose: to kill your wife.”

      Red filled my vision, and I snarled. If I hadn’t been a cold-blooded creature of the night, smoke would have been fuming from my nostrils.

      “What?” The word came out garbled as shadows crawled out of my skin, gathering around me.

      If Phyrra noted my lack of control, she chose not to say anything. Instead, she drummed her fingers against her hip, scanning the glass as though she were searching for a threat. “By the end of our time together, he was rambling, incoherently blathering on and on about a harbinger.”

      She cast a concerned glance in my direction.

      I kept my face indifferent, but inside, alarm bells rang. Coming from the witch who betrayed my wife, I had discounted talk of the harbinger as nothing of importance, but now…

      A sense of foreboding unfurled in my stomach.

      “I see,” I growled.

      It was strange to find Death Elves in Eleyta. Most of their kind remained in Ithenmyr, where they ruled over the other elves: Light Elves, Fortune Elves, and, at one point, Earth Elves. It was their power that earned them their name, allowing them to bring death with the twist of a hand and a flurry of red magic. The majority of the Light Elves working in Castle Sanguis came to Eleyta to find refuge from the tyrant king who had ruled over Ithenmyr until very recently.

      Phyrra raised a brow. “I feel confident he told me everything he knew before he died.”

      Tapping my fingers on the table, I thought over this information for a minute. I’d have to look into this issue with the elf. “What was the other news?”

      “I went to Ipotha,” she said. “I—”

      At the same moment, the ward rippled. I felt Luna before I saw her, the Binding Mark on my arm tingling as she approached. She smiled from ear to ear, carrying a flat woven basket filled with a variety of plants. Some leaves were made of a green so deep they were almost black, while the others were as vibrant as spring flowers.

      My wife’s eyes widened, and excitement laced her voice as she turned to Phyrra. “You were in Ipotha?”

      Blood drained from Phyrra’s face, and she pulled a blank mask over her features. My stomach twisted, but Luna didn’t seem to notice.

      “Did you see my family?” she asked excitedly. “My father and my brother? Are they alright?”

      With every question Luna asked, Phyrra’s eyes widened. She turned to me, her head shaking ever so slightly from side-to-side. The movement was barely there, and any human would have missed it.

      But Luna was no longer a human.

      A strangled cry escaped Luna’s lips, and the basket fell to the floor as her hands trembled. I shot out of the chair, grabbing her as she collapsed.

      Holding my wife against me, I glared at Phyrra.

      The spymaster gave me a look that said, I didn’t hear her coming.

      Neither did I. Luna had been as silent as a mouse. That was certainly something to keep in mind. Most newly Made vampires weren’t capable of stealth like this. Settling into their newfound powers was difficult and often took a decade or more.

      The longer the silence stretched, the more uncomfortable the situation became. Unease thickened the air and Phyrra looked… sad.

      I’d never seen her look sad.

      Luna trembled in my arms. “Please,” she whispered, her voice little more than a breath, “tell me.”

      Pity flashed across the spy’s face, and she shook her head slowly. “My deepest condolences, Princess.”

      Luna shook, gasping for air. “No!” she yelled.

      “The fire destroyed the entire castle,” Phyrra said, her voice compassionate but methodical. “It swept through the entire structure. It’s nothing but charred beams and burned stones now.” She delivered the report as matter-of-fact as possible. “The flames burned for twenty-four hours straight.”

      I was fairly certain I knew the answer to my next question, but for Luna’s sake, I had to ask. “And the people?”

      “There were no survivors.” Phyrra made a religious gesture over her chest, dipping her head briefly.

      Seconds stretched on, and my heart fractured as Luna whimpered.

      “What about my sisters? They don’t live—”

      “I spoke to some guards in the outer village,” the spy replied gently. “Apparently, the entire family had gathered for a birthday celebration and they were all in the castle when it went up in flames.”

      Luna stared at Phyrra. “They’re all dead?”

      A long moment passed before the spymaster nodded. “I’m sorry.”

      “No.” Luna’s voice cracked, and she turned, burying her face in my chest as she wept. Shock and grief mixed, creating a bitter concoction as they ran through the Binding Mark like a raging river.

      I gripped her as though she would disappear if I let her go. “Luna—”

      “No!” she shouted as her wings burst out of her back. Shadows, black and thick and counting in the hundreds, rushed out of Luna as she grieved loudly.

      Wings and shadows.

      Twin signs of great power.

      Night fell on the greenhouse, masking the light of the moon, as shouts of dismay and alarm rose from the other vampires.

      I ignored them all, holding onto Luna and rubbing her back as she wept.

      “What about the halfling?” I looked at Phyrra over Luna’s head, my vision adjusting to the lack of light easily. “Her brother?”

      My spy’s face darkened, and she sighed. “I don’t know. I went to the home where he was staying in the country, and it was empty.”

      “What?” Luna gasped, turning around as tears ran down her face. “He’s not dead?”

      At the sight of the crimson tears, Phyrra looked alarmed, but to her credit, she maintained her composure. “I couldn’t find him, Princess. There wasn’t a trace of him at all. The entire house was empty, as though no one had been there for years.”

      Luna moaned, and I tightened my hold around her. This was supposed to be a nice evening. A break from everything else.

      Even that was stolen from us.

      “How long ago did this take place?” I asked Phyrra.

      “Four nights, Your Highness.”

      “They’re dead,” Luna whispered, her wings dragging on the floor. “They’re all dead.”

      Drawing my own wings around my weeping wife, I glanced at Phyrra. “Wait for Rhain. Take his report and send him to Ipotha. I want the entire house searched from top to bottom. Look for any signs of where the halfling might have gone. Until we know he’s dead, we will operate with the assumption that he lives.”

      She dipped her head. “Of course, My Prince.”

      Without another word, I gathered my shadows around us like a cloak and pulled us back to the castle.
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        * * *

      

      Tap.

      Tap.

      Tap.

      Luna’s nail struck the windowsill again and again. Her back was straight, and her shoulders were tense as she stared out of the frosty panes. Her wings drooped behind her, dragging on the floor as silent tears ran down her face. Black wisps swirled around her legs, and the entire room was washed in darkness.

      She didn’t even seem to notice the shadows.

      An hour had passed since we returned from the Frost Conservatory, and Luna had yet to speak. Aching, painful, twisting torment flooded through the Binding Mark as she grieved.

      She had every right to do so. My wife should have been able to watch her family die many decades from now. She should have had time to be with them, to make new memories and feel their love. She should have been able to sit by their bedsides, holding their hands as they took their final breaths.

      That was no longer an option.

      Whoever did this would pay for Luna’s grief with their lives.

      Ever since Phyrra delivered the news, I couldn’t get my own family out of my mind. They were long dead, of course. I had never gone back after my Making. What was the point? I hadn’t wanted my mother to see me like this. She would have hated it. And my father…

      Well, it didn’t matter anymore.

      They were all gone. My parents. My brothers. Even their children’s children, if they’d had any, would be gone by now. But they had been dead for centuries. The pain of their loss was old and long forgotten.

      Luna’s sorrow was fresh and bitter and overwhelmingly powerful.

      I stood by her side, my wings spread behind us both as I waited for her to speak.

      I’d wait all night if I had to.

      The hands of the clock marched ominously on, the sound of their timekeeping a gloomy, constant reminder that dawn was coming.

      Still, Luna did not move.

      It wasn’t until the first rays of sunlight danced across the sky that the tapping stopped. In the wake of the steady drumbeat, the silence was deafening. Luna inhaled sharply, turning around.

      When I saw her face, I wanted to kill someone right then. Her cheeks were red and stained with dried tears, and when she looked at me, there was so much sorrow and pain in her expression, rage ran through me.

      How dare someone hurt her like this?

      “Luna—”

      She held up a hand. “I need you to teach me how to fight, Sebastian.”

      I blinked at the unexpected request. When Luna’s maid Julieta died, my wife had fallen into a state of deep depression. At the time, I’d been concerned she wouldn’t come out of it at all. I would have been lying if I said I wasn’t worried that the same thing would happen again.

      Evidently, I was wrong.

      “Of course,” I said. “I’ll teach you how to do anything you want.”

      Nodding resolutely, Luna reached into the pocket of her dress. She dabbed a handkerchief on her cheeks, wiping at the tears. The effort was less than successful, simply streaking the evidence of her grief over her face, but it gave her the look of a warrior as she drew in a deep, shuddering breath. “I’m going to find Marius,” she said.

      My eyes widened. Though I had told Phyrra to keep looking, I knew the chances were slim that the halfling was still alive. “Luna, he might not be—”

      “He. Is. Alive.” She pressed her hand against her heart, nodding emphatically. “I can feel it. Marius isn’t dead, and I’m going to find him. He’s more than just my half-brother. We are connected, the two of us.”

      I studied Luna, taking in the determined set of her mouth and the curled fist at her side, and nodded. She might have come to me as a mortal human wed into a land filled with deadly vampires, but that was no longer the case.

      The wife in front of me was beautiful, inside and out. She was strong and courageous, ready to take on the world. She might have been mourning, but she was also fierce. Vengeance sparked in her obsidian gaze, and despite the grief running through her body, power radiated from her.

      I gathered her in my arms, brushing my lips over hers.

      “We’ll find him,” I promised.

      No matter the cost, I would do everything I could.

      For her, no task was too big.
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      “You need to focus on the pulse of the shadows within you.” Sebastian’s voice was patient, and his expression was nothing but kind as he stood near me, drawing dark ribbons out of his open palms as an example. “Pull them out slowly and with purpose. Remember—”

      “They’re a part of me now,” I sighed. Rolling my shoulders, I adjusted the weight of my wings where they hung on my back. “Yes, you’ve told me.”

      His lips twitched at my interruption, and I could have sworn he was trying not to laugh. “The shadows are yours to command, darling. Just tell them what to do.”

      The shadows might have been mine to command, but they seemed to lack essential listening skills. Or perhaps it was just me. The dark magic had poured out of me in the Frost Conservatory, but in the two days that had passed since receiving the news of my family’s death, I couldn’t seem to make the shadows do what I wanted.

      Where despair might once have coursed through my veins, now there was only anger. It was not the red-hot burning of rapid onset rage. No, this was a long-lasting fire whose flames were steadily stoked and would not easily be put to rest.

      I would find the person who stole my family from me, and I would make them pay. Phyrra had yet to uncover a clue as to Marius’s whereabouts, but I was not giving up. I would never give up.

      The first step was getting the shadows to do what I wanted.

      Sebastian and I had been practicing in this empty, abandoned room in our wing of the castle for hours. Occasional shouts came through the walls as the rest of the castle prepared for the upcoming tournament, but we didn’t see anyone at all. That was good.

      Sebastian was teaching me various methods to curb my hunger—mostly a mixture of staying full on his blood, which wasn’t a strenuous experience for either of us, and some mental “mind-over-matter” methods which I found dubious, at best. My mind was not a place of rest. It was constantly thinking, constantly working towards the next goal. I wasn’t certain mental mind games would ever be enough to stop me from becoming a murderer.

      I wasn’t quite ready to put his methods to the test.

      We had three days until the beginning of the tournament, which didn’t seem like much. I was desperately trying to ignore the fact that the queen was going to force Sebastian to fight for his life during this so-called birthday celebration. It wasn’t going well.

      I was a mess of emotions, and despite my insistence on fighting, nightmares of my family’s fiery demise haunted me while I slept. Even so, I was determined not to let grief rule me.

      “Try again, love,” Sebastian said.

      “I’m trying,” I insisted. Frustration leaked into my tone, betraying my emotions. Nothing was working. “I can feel them in me, but every time I try to focus on them, nothing happens. They refuse to do anything I ask.”

      He frowned, and in the blink of an eye, he shadowed over to me.

      Show off.

      “You’re sure you can’t connect with them?” he asked.

      “Yes.” Straightening an invisible wrinkle on the tight-fitting tunic I had taken to wearing for training, I huffed. “I wouldn’t be keeping them in on purpose.”

      Sebastian didn’t even blink at the tone of my voice. He was so patient, this husband of mine, that it was hard to remember that others knew him as the terrifying Prince of Darkness. Others feared him, but they didn’t know him like I did. They didn’t love him.

      He was my entire world.

      Moving into my personal space, Sebastian spread his wings around us both and asked me to retract mine.

      That, at least, I could do. Focusing on the sensation that was becoming second nature, I pulled them into my back. I had become so practiced in moving the wings in and out of my body that it was almost as easy as breathing. Now, there was barely a twinge of discomfort as I encouraged them to slip beneath my skin.

      As soon as they were out of sight, Sebastian moved. His touch was firm but gentle as he drew me against him. His body curved around mine as his hands ran down my arms.

      “Close your eyes, darling,” he whispered, his breath tickling my ear.

      The shiver that ran through me had nothing to do with the wind howling through the cracks in the wall, and everything to do with the prince at my back. Doing what he asked, I leaned against him, trying to banish any lingering thoughts of frustration.

      “Breathe,” he murmured. Rubbing my arms, he held me close to him as I tried to obey. His fingers left trails of sparks in their wake, leaving me wanting more while I focused on making my lungs cooperate.

      In and out.

      When my breath was steady, one of his hands continued to rub my arm, while the other snaked around my front. It rested on my lower stomach, splaying so that his thumb brushed the underside of my breast, and his pinky touched the waistband of my leggings. He pressed me against him and whispered, “Just relax, Princess.”

      That word wasn’t in my vocabulary at the moment. How could I relax when Sebastian was so close? Even though I’d fed earlier, my fangs ached from his nearness. I tried to use the methods he’d taught me to manage those urges—breathing steadily, focusing on the sounds around me, and counting in my head—but then he shifted.

      Suddenly, I could feel everything through the thin material of my training garments. Every single hard line of Sebastian’s body was accentuated by his proximity. His touch was at once far too much and not enough.

      “Are you breathing, Luna?” he murmured in my ear.

      “I’m trying,” I said hoarsely.

      Part of me felt guilty about the thoughts going through my mind so soon after my family’s death, but Sebastian was my husband. He was the only good thing in my life. If I didn’t enjoy being with him, what was the purpose of living?

      He chuckled, the hand on my stomach stretching as his long fingers pressed me firmly against him.

      “Try harder,” he breathed, his other hand continuing its treacherous trail over me.

      I had trouble coming up with a retort. It was little wonder most scientists worked alone. Sebastian’s touch was not conducive to thought.

      “How is this supposed to help with the shadows?” The question came out as more of a strangled whisper than anything else.

      He chuckled darkly. “Trust me, darling. I know what I’m doing.”

      He lowered his head, brushing aside my hair with his nose before his fangs grazed my neck. I shivered, pressing against him as I waited for the bite.

      But it never came.

      His mouth hovered over me, his fangs barely scraping my skin. His breath was warm, and I trembled, squeezing my thighs together.

      “Focus on me, darling.” He inhaled, scenting me.

      “I am.” As if I could do anything else right now. The world could literally be burning all around us, and I wouldn’t care. Nothing else mattered except the vampire behind me. If it wasn’t for his arm supporting me, I would have collapsed against him. As it was, I was barely surviving this pleasurable assault on my senses.

      My dark prince crooned, “Good.” His voice was low and husky, and my skin tingled as his tongue darted out, wetting my neck. “Your eyes are closed, right?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      “Look for your shadows,” he said. “Search for them. Seek them out. They’re inside of you, just waiting for your commands.”

      “But I can’t—”

      “Luna.” My name was rough on his lips, and I clamped my mouth shut as he whispered, “Do you trust me?”

      “Yes, but—”

      His fangs pierced my skin, effectively silencing me as my voice dissolved into a gasp. His hands went to my hips, and he held me against him.

      After I got over the shock of his bite, I realized it was grounding me. Like a lighthouse shining brightly amid a hurricane, I could focus on his mouth and the way he made me feel. Keeping my eyes closed, I let his presence ground me as I envisioned myself diving into the dark magic that flowed through my blood.

      Sebastian wasn’t frenzied as he drank, only drawing small amounts of blood at a time. He squeezed my hip, and I inhaled, pushing deeper. A murky blackness resided within me, and it was everywhere I looked. My veins pulsed, and then I saw them.

      Hundreds of small wisps of ribbons floated inside me, just… waiting.

      Exhaling, I opened my eyes and lifted my palm.

      A shadow the size of a garter snake slid out of my hand, wrapping itself around my arm like a bracelet.

      “I did it!”

      Sebastian’s fangs lifted from my neck, and he licked the puncture site, cleaning it before turning me around. Pure pride radiated off him as he took in my new jewelry. “I knew you could do it.”

      “You were right.” Holding out my palm, I leaned against Sebastian as I sought that darkness once more. Now that I knew how to call the shadows, I found them waiting for me, eager to do my bidding. Pulling out several at once, they floated around me, waiting for my commands.

      I felt like a child playing with a new toy as I let more and more shadows flood the room. Soon, they snuffed out the light entirely.

      “Look! They’re everywhere.” I laughed as the shadows moved at my will, dancing around me like eager puppies.

      Sebastian grinned. “You did amazing, Luna.”

      I played with the shadows, letting them flow in and out of me, until commanding them was second nature.

      Sebastian leaned against the wall, his foot propped up behind him as he watched me.

      “What’s next?” I asked, moving the wisps around and making them dance.

      He smirked. “Eager to try something new already?”

      “I love learning,” I said earnestly.

      He studied me for a moment, his lip twitching, before he cocked his head to the side. “Well then, far be it from me to hinder your education. Would you like to shadow us back to our room? It’s best if we move a short distance at first.”

      I paused. That seemed like a big step—I thought he would show me something smaller, like how to cloak myself in shadows. The thought of moving us through the Void was intimidating, but I had always enjoyed an academic challenge.

      “Do you really think I can do it?” I peered at him.

      He pushed himself off the wall, his hands sliding into his pockets with ease. “Of course.”

      My lips tightened as I thought over all the ways this could go wrong. “What if I don’t do it properly? This seems like something that probably requires a significant amount of research and experimentation to perfect, and I don’t have time to read up on this now. What if I drop us in a wall or outside or—”

      His finger landed on my lips, and I stopped talking.

      He’d been doing that a lot lately. Interrupting me. Not that I really minded, because something about him taking charge warmed me from the inside out.

      Sebastian chuckled. “You can do this, Luna,” he said. “I believe in you.”

      His words struck a chord deep within my soul. His faith in me was incredible, unlike anything I’d ever felt before. He made me feel like I could do anything I set my mind to. If I could do this—shadow us—maybe I truly could avenge my family and find Marius.

      I had to try.

      “Okay.” I nodded firmly. “I’m going to do it.”

      Sebastian stood at my side as I reached back into myself and encouraged the dark ribbons of magic to come out. They moved as one, flooding out of me, until the training space was nearly devoid of light.

      I looked up at him. “What now?”

      He smiled, taking my hand. “All you have to do is think about the place you want to go, and let the shadows take you there.”

      He made it sound so simple.

      “All right,” I said, hoping the confidence in my words would somehow make its way into my body, giving me strength. “Let’s go.”

      Closing my eyes—I wasn’t certain it was necessary for shadowing, but felt right—I mentally called out to the shadows that hung around us in the room. They swirled in the air, wrapping themselves around us. Their embrace was as cold as a winter’s wind as they slithered like deadly serpents, touching every exposed part of my skin.

      In my mind, I drew up a mental image of our destination. Once it was as clear as possible, I inhaled deeply.

      One moment, we were standing in the abandoned room. The next, we were in the Void. Usually, this process was uncomfortable at best, and sickening at worst.

      Today, though, something was different.

      The shadows whispered in my ear. Speaking in an ancient language that I somehow understood, they sang a song of loss and power as hundreds of voices spoke to me at once. Loud and soft, young and old, they cried out until their song was the only thing I could hear.

      To call this place the Void was a misnomer. It was not empty at all. There were… people here. Were they trapped?

      Sparks flit across my skin as the voices increased in intensity. Soon, their song was like a war-call, echoing in my ears. Louder and louder, they sang, until I couldn’t even hear myself think. A cold sweat broke out on my back and my shadows pulsed in my veins.

      Sebastian didn’t seem effected by it at all. Did he not hear them?

      Then, just as quickly as it had begun, it was over.

      The stone floor of our bedroom appeared beneath our feet, and the shadows slipped away. After the eerie songs, the silence was welcome.

      Pulling away from Sebastian, I put my hands on my hips and glared at him. “Why didn’t you warn me? I could have prepared myself for them.”

      His brows knit together, and he tilted his head. “Warn you about what?”

      The confusion on his face was genuine, and a flicker of something strange ran through me. “About the shadows,” I said slowly.

      His face contorted even more. “What are you talking about, Luna?”

      Between his bewilderment and the voices I was certain I’d heard, I was starting to think I was losing my mind. “The shadows sang to me.” I picked my words with care, hoping he wouldn’t think I was insane. “Their voices were so loud, it was all I could hear.”

      Sebastian’s body went rigid and his countenance drained of color. Instantly, I knew what I’d just experienced was abnormal.

      Not for the first time since waking up after being Made, I felt… perplexed. Just like the blood tears and falling asleep for three days after my first feed, the voices in the Void were yet another thing about me that was not quite right.

      I must have triggered something when I summoned the shadows on my own, because I’d never heard the voices before.

      Sebastian ran his hand through his hair. “What did they say?”

      He didn’t question me or doubt my sanity. He just… trusted me. Believed that what I said was true.

      No one ever had such implicit faith in me before. I hadn’t thought it was possible to love this vampire more, but just like that, I did.

      How could I have ever thought love wasn’t real?

      “They just… sang to me. It was more emotional than anything else.”

      He stared at me some more.

      The longer the silence stretched, the more uncomfortable I became.

      I dropped my hands from my hips, sitting on the edge of the bed as I drew a pillow over my stomach and hugged it tightly.

      My voice was quiet as I regarded him intently. “I’m not normal, am I?”

      This time, Sebastian did not refute my claim that I was different from other vampires. How could he, with all this evidence? One difference could simply be an abnormality, two seemed reason enough to pause, but three…

      I was a vampire—there was no doubting the hunger within me that craved blood or the sharp fangs in my mouth—but that wasn’t all.

      Maybe the Tether had affected my Making, or maybe it was something else entirely.

      “What am I?” I asked, my voice barely louder than the scratching of a quill on parchment.

      Sebastian’s lips parted, and he crossed over to me, kneeling before the bed and pressing his forehead against mine. “You’re my wife.”

    

  







            One of Flames, One of Shadows

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






LUNA

        

      

    

    
      “Welcome back, Princess.” Keven, the aged Fortune Elf in charge of Castle Sanguis’s expansive library, stepped out from between two stacks of shelves. His snow-white braid reached the backs of his knees today, and his inky robe flowed like water around him as he moved.

      I smiled and dipped my head.

      Focusing on breathing through my mouth, I ignored the scent of the Fortune Elf’s blood. I’d fed from Sebastian before we came, and though the librarian smelled appealing, I didn’t feel like tearing out his throat.

      Maybe there was something to this whole “mind-over-matter” situation after all.

      “It’s good to see you, Keven,” I said.

      At least the library hadn’t changed. The violet orbs hung in the same places, casting the shelves and books in purple light. The entire space exuded peace in a way that nothing else ever did. Libraries always made me feel this way, but there was something special about this particular one, with its pleasing aroma of old books and dust that was extraordinarily comforting in its familiarity.

      Keven glanced knowingly between Sebastian and me. “I Saw your arrival this evening, and I’ve pulled some literature that I think you might find interesting.”

      He led us over to a table where a dozen books lay waiting, along with a fresh stack of parchment and quills. “Is this to your satisfaction?”

      The academic within me hummed in delight. “It is, thank you.”

      I went to pull out the nearest chair when the Fortune Elf put his hand on my arm.

      His eyes turned silver, and he stopped moving. Keven’s grip was unyielding, and though I didn’t think he would hurt me, still I looked over my shoulder at Sebastian. “What do I do?”

      “Just wait.” He came to stand beside me, lacing his hand through mine. “Keven does this sometimes. He’s quite old, and the visions… they overtake him.”

      We did not have to wait long. When the silver cleared, the librarian’s face hardened. His fingers tightened around my arm, and a shiver ran through me as Keven spoke.

      “Two queens, both of darkness, rule the Four Kingdoms,” the Fortune Elf intoned in a deep voice even as his face paled. “One of flames, one of shadows. Both dance with death, and evil runs through their veins. Neither will fall easily, but fall they must. The Gilded Amulet has been found, and the harbinger is here. The end is near.”

      He squeezed my arm, and I cried out.

      Sebastian snarled and went to pry Keven’s hand away when the Fortune Elf continued.

      “Death will come to all those who do not heed the call of fate,” Keven said. “Watch and listen, for the day of action will soon be upon us. When the moon is red, the time has come. On that day, the Queen of Shadows must die, or all will be lost.”

      His hand left my arm, and I winced, taking a step back. If I’d still been human, his grip would certainly have left bruises. As it was, my skin stung.

      “What was that?” Sebastian asked accusingly, tucking me against his side.

      Keven shook his head. “The silver planes are dark,” he rasped, fear lacing his words. “The future is in danger.”

      “Stop being so cryptic,” my husband growled.

      “The library holds no answers for you,” Keven insisted, ignoring Sebastian completely. “Cease attempting to break the Tether. You will need it for what is to come.”

      My eyes widened at the revelation that the librarian knew of our connection, and Sebastian snarled. I moved behind him instinctively, drawing a wisp of shadow and letting it twine around my arm.

      “The looming trials hold far greater peril than you can fathom.” The ancient librarian’s gaze shifted between us, his voice resonating with the remnants of ancient power. “Stay united and fight as a single entity. If you fail, the encroaching darkness will soon be insurmountable.”

      Then, as if he had been telling us about the weather and not making strange proclamations about the end of the world, Keven shrugged and walked back to his desk.

      I collapsed in my seat, groaning. “That was odd.”

      Sebastian took the chair next to me, a thoughtful expression crossing his face as he tapped the table. “Fortune Elves are enigmatic at the best of times.”

      I snorted. “Evidently.”

      Queen Marguerite supposedly employed several of them to See the future for her. Maybe that was why my mother-in-law was so horrible. If someone spoke to me in mysterious, unhelpful, and quite frankly, frightening visions every day, I’d probably be a little cranky, too.

      Glancing at the pile of books the librarian had left us, I grabbed the nearest one.

      The History of the Moon-Blessed: Little-Known Facts

      Leaning back in my seat, I soon lost myself to the flipping of pages.
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      Hours went by. I tried to concentrate, but my mind kept slipping and I reread the same pages several times over. My family was dead, and my brother was gone.

      When Julieta died, I allowed the grief to take over me. Its grip was strong, and it had pulled me under into its deep, drowning embrace.

      This time, grief and I were well-acquainted. Like an old, unwanted associate, it was my companion. It came and went in waves, slamming into me at the worst of times. I hadn’t even had the chance to mourn my family properly. Kydona only knew how much I wanted to go to Ipotha and see the charred remains of the castle for myself, to perform funeral rites and bury my family properly. They deserved to be remembered.

      Instead of mourning, however, I was in a library in the middle of Eleyta, waiting for my evil mother-in-law’s tournament to begin. On top of all that, Marius was still missing. Needless to say, there was a lot going on. Later, there would be time for mourning. For now, grief would have to stay on the sidelines.

      When the first rays of dawn were visible through the domed ceiling of the library, Sebastian shadowed us back to our room. It had been a long night, and I was exhausted.

      My feet had barely touched the stones when a knock came at the door. Without a thought, I reached over and pulled it open, revealing two people.

      One was expected—Sebastian had posted guards outside our room the moment we arrived back in Castle Sanguis. But the other…

      She was not supposed to be here.

      A blonde human looked back at me, her expression dull and glazed over. Dressed in red sheer bits of cloth that did nothing to hide her naked body, she blinked slowly.

      “Good evening,” she said in a monotone voice that somehow matched her lifeless demeanor. “Her Majesty invites you both to share a cup of coffee with her when the sun sets.”

      I opened my mouth to ask for more details—or preferably, a way to get out of this entire situation, since coffee with the queen sounded both extremely unpleasant and something I wanted to avoid at all costs—but the scantily clad human was already turning on her heel and walking away.

      Her limbs moved as though she were in a trance. It wasn’t until she was almost out of sight that I realized something: I did not want to bite her. I hadn’t needed to employ any of the techniques Sebastian had showed me to curb my hunger, because nothing about the strange human appealed to me.

      The guard nodded at us, and I slipped the door shut, leaning against it. “Who was she?”

      Sebastian shifted from one foot to the other, looking distinctly uncomfortable as he avoided my gaze. “She’s one of Mother’s Favorites.”

      My brows furrowed. “A Favorite?”

      I had heard the term, and I’d seen a few other humans around dressed like that, but I wasn’t sure what they did.

      I posed the question to Sebastian, and he looked even more discomforted than before. “They’re… Mother’s,” he said after a moment, clearly struggling with what to say. “Humans that are handpicked to serve her.”

      “Serve her?” I was definitely missing something.

      Blood rushed to his cheeks as he gestured to his body. “You know…”

      The words slowly sank in, and my face flushed as my stomach dropped. “Oh… oh!” My words came out in a strangled whisper as embarrassment seared through me. “Oh, my gods. Now their lack of clothing makes so much sense.”

      He nodded, his cheeks redder than I had ever seen them before.

      “And no one stops this?” I thought back to the Favorites I’d seen. They all looked dead in the eyes. “They don’t seem… normal.”

      “They’re not.” Sebastian gripped my shoulders firmly, forcing me to look at him. “Promise me you’ll never bite a Favorite, Luna. I can protect you from a lot, but they’re off-limits for everyone, including us.”

      A shudder ran through me, and I wrapped my arms around myself. “That’s not going to be a problem.” I wrinkled my nose, remembering the way the blonde human smelled. “The Favorite stank like rotten meat.”

      After Sebastian spent the next few minutes sharing stories about vampires who had touched Favorites and paid for it with their lives, my stomach churned.

      An uneasy feeling lingered in my chest as I changed into my long lace nightgown while Sebastian showered. I couldn’t get the thought of the humans kept under Queen Marguerite’s thrall out of my mind. I had always known that Eleyta was a dark and dangerous place, but this was a stark reminder of that fact.

      People thought Sebastian was the monster of Castle Sanguis, but they were wrong. The bigger, scarier monster had long black hair and wore a red ruby around her throat.

      Keven’s words echoed in my mind.

      Two queens, both of darkness, rule the Four Kingdoms. One of flames, one of shadows. Both dance with death.

      There was little doubt that the Queen of Shadows was Marguerite. She was evil, through and through. But who was the Queen of Flames?

      By the time I had finished brushing my hair, Sebastian was back. I looked up at him, tying off my braid. “Does she really use and discard humans like they’re nothing but disposable playthings?”

      He ran his hand through his hair. “Mother is… dangerous, Luna.”

      More like unstable.

      I frowned. “What—”

      Sebastian held up a finger to his lips, and I glared at him, shutting my mouth. He walked around the room, placing his hand on the walls and murmuring under his breath. His movements were methodical as he erected several wards.

      Even once they were in place, Sebastian’s voice was barely audible, and I had to strain to hear him.

      “The queen is volatile at the best of times,” he whispered. “It’s not safe to question what she does.”

      “So, she does whatever she wants?”

      “She is the queen,” he said, as if that was enough of a response.

      “It doesn’t seem right.” Collapsing on the bed with my arms above my head, I stared at the ceiling. “None of this seems right.”

      The mattress dipped as Sebastian came to rest beside me. “I know.”

      We remained in silence for so long that I yawned. Sebastian shifted, pulling the blanket over us both as sleep drew near. Who would have thought being a Fledgling vampire would be so exhausting? Certainly not me.

      “I hate this,” I whispered.

      He pushed himself up onto his elbow. “What?”

      “All of it. There’s so much death and darkness here.” A bitter laugh left my lips as I ran my tongue over my fangs. “Not just that. Blood and politics and power struggles and the mistreatment of humans.” I sighed. “I hate it all, Sebastian.”

      “I know,” he replied softly. “I hate it too. But we don’t have a choice in this. Queen Marguerite is the most powerful vampire in the land. That’s why she’s the ruler. Unless there is someone who can best her, then there is nothing we can do.”

      I knew this. Sebastian had explained the vampire hierarchy to me before. Power was the only determining factor in deciding who ruled the others. The only way to dethrone the queen was to replace her with someone stronger.

      Still, I despised it. “There’s nothing that can be done?”

      He shook his head.

      “That’s not fair.”

      “Life’s not fair, my love.” Sebastian pulled me toward him, kissing me gently. “All we can do is deal with the hand we’ve been given. Every day, I thank Isvana that you’ve come into my life.”

      His eyes shone with love as his thumb ran over my cheek, sending sparks running through me. Sighing, I pressed my head against his chest.

      “I love you,” I murmured.

      Now that I’d said the words, I couldn’t stop saying them.

      And when he returned them, his voice deep and filled with affection, I closed the distance between us and we embraced. His lips danced with mine as we kissed, and kissed, and kissed.

      My fangs pricked the bottom of his lip, and a bead of blood swelled. I licked it, and he groaned, claiming my mouth with more vigor. We kissed until exhaustion pulled me towards its insistent arms.

      One day, in many centuries from now, neither of us would need sleep. My imagination ran wild with the things we could do to fill the daytime hours, sequestered away from the world.

      But we’d have to wait. When I yawned for the third time in as many minutes, he pulled away from me, his lips puffy and his gaze warm as he brushed his lips over my forehead.

      “Go to sleep, darling,” he whispered. “Whatever comes our way, we will face it together.”

      With that thought in mind, I snuggled against Sebastian and drifted off into a peaceful, dreamless slumber. Keven was right about one thing: united, we were ready to face whatever trials would come our way.
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      “Have you found the boy?” Crossing my arms in front of my chest, I kept my voice low as I leaned against the stone wall outside our bedroom. Luna was getting ready for coffee with Mother, but Phyrra had sent word that she had a message for me.

      My spymaster shook her head. “No, but Rhain found something you should see.” She reached into the back pocket of her fitted tunic, pulling out a folded-up piece of parchment. “It’s written in code, but… well, just read it.”

      Taking the crisp paper, I unfolded it carefully. Three times, I read it, but the repetition did little to make it easier to understand. It was complete gibberish, a tale of a chicken and the moon. Several words were misspelled, while others were capitalized for seemingly no reason.

      I tapped the note. “Where did this come from?”

      “It was tucked inside a book on the first floor of the empty summer house,” Phyrra replied. “According to Rhain, it was behind several other books and would have easily been missed.”

      “Were there any other signs of the halfling?”

      Phyrra shook her head. “None.”

      I read over the note, committing it to memory. By the time I was done, I had a raging headache. Not only was it badly written; it was so ludicrous that there was no doubt this was authored in a way meant to confound and confuse.

      “Can you decipher the code, Phyrra?” I asked, handing her the note.

      She pursed her lips, staring at the paper as though it might reveal all its secrets to her if she looked hard enough. “It might take a few days, but I’ll get on it right away.”

      “Let me know as soon as you know anything,” I said. “The halfling means a lot to my wife. I want to know who took him and why.”

      “Of course.” The spymaster dipped into a bow before running off in a blur.

      When Phyrra was gone, I sighed and ran my hand through my hair. What a mess. Everything about this entire situation was a disaster, and of course, we didn’t have time to deal with this right now.

      Mother was waiting.
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        * * *

      

      Luna shifted from one foot to the other, running her hands down the front of her gown as we stood in front of the double doors to Mother’s private dining room. The guard had gone inside to inform the queen of our presence, leaving us alone.

      “Stop fidgeting,” I hissed out of the corner of my mouth. “You look wonderful.”

      She really did. Her sleeveless gown was tight on the top, accentuating her bust before flaring out at her waist. A slit ran from the base of the skirt to her hips, revealing the tight black leggings she wore beneath the dress.

      When I first saw her in the garment, I had barely been capable of speech. That feeling had only intensified when Luna fed, resulting in a tangle of kisses and bites until finally, we couldn’t wait any longer.

      I wished we weren’t here. Being around the queen set me on edge more now than it ever had before. Before Luna, there was nothing the queen could take away from me. Not really.

      But now, every time we met with my Maker, a frisson of fear ran through me.

      I wouldn’t let her take Luna.

      The queen’s words from our last meeting echoed in my mind.

      Treason.

      I would give her no reason to doubt us. No reason to want to tear my wife from my grasp. Luna was mine.

      “I’m just nervous,” my wife said, hooking our pinky fingers together as trepidation came through the bond. “I wish we didn’t have to do this.”

      “I feel the same way. But when the queen invites you for coffee, you can’t ignore it.” The invitation was a thinly veiled order, and I’d seen what happened to people who disobeyed the queen.

      “Maybe it won’t be so bad,” Luna said hopefully.

      Though there was a chance this encounter would go better than the last few times my wife and mother had been in the same room, I doubted it. There was something about Luna that made the queen act even more unhinged than normal.

      Brushing my lips over the crown of Luna’s head, I whispered, “Maybe. Let’s get through this meeting. When this is done, I have a surprise for you.”

      Luna looked up at me, a small smile spreading on her lips. “A surprise? What is it?”

      “Why, darling, don’t you know?” I teased. “A surprise is, by definition, something kept secret until the appropriate, usually predetermined time, in order to allow for an elaborate reveal.”

      Luna huffed. “I know what a surprise is, Sebastian.” Her cheeks reddened adorably. “I meant, what is your surprise?”

      I tsked. “You’ll just have to wait to find out.”

      Snorting, Luna muttered something about incorrigible vampires under her breath, but it was all an act. I could tell the idea intrigued her. That was good. I was glad I intrigued her. After all, she fascinated me. The least I could do was return the favor.

      Footsteps clicked on the stone floor, and the double doors opened. The guard bowed in our direction, his face an inscrutable mask.

      “Her Majesty is ready for you,” he said.

      Thanking him, I took hold of Luna’s hand and led her into the room.

      “Damn,” I whispered beneath my breath as my vision adjusted to the dim interior. Three violet orbs illuminated the space, and my stomach sank.

      An ambush.

      Not just any ambush, but one of the worst kinds—a political one.

      My heart tightened in my chest and my shadows thrummed in my veins as my wings itched to be released from my back. Luna squeezed my hand, sucking in a sharp breath.

      It turned out I wasn’t the only one keeping secrets today. There was coffee present, which was nice, but it did nothing to negate the tension in the room caused by the presence of the unexpected guests.

      Seated around the table were a couple of Winter Court fae from Faerie, two vampire generals I had previously worked with, and two witches. At the other end of the room, Queen Marguerite perched on a small throne overlooking the gathering.

      Tightening my grip on Luna’s hand, I kept her close by my side as I stared at the queen. “What’s going on, Mother?” My tone was sharp as red edged my vision. I should have expected something like this to happen, but I didn’t. “Your little plaything forgot to mention there would be others in attendance.”

      “Did she?” Queen Marguerite tilted her head to one side, her eyes widening as she feigned innocence.

      I didn’t fall for her act. I’d seen dogs steal an entire meal from right off the table and still manage to look more innocent than the queen did right now.

      “She did,” I said slowly.

      The six others at the table said nothing, their gazes bouncing between the queen and me.

      “I must have forgotten to tell Yvonne that.” Queen Marguerite tapped the red ruby before shrugging. “No matter. You’re both here now.”

      I wished we weren’t. Especially when the queen’s brows furrowed, and her eyes took on a strategic gleam that caused a pit to grow in my stomach.

      “Take a seat, Sebastian,” Mother ordered. “We have much to discuss.”

      Glaring at her, I bit back a remark as I pulled out the only available chair. With a large wooden back and a crimson velvet upholstered seat, it was not designed for comfort. The seat fit Mother’s aesthetic perfectly—nothing like a bit of torture for your ass when you were in her presence.

      But I wouldn’t argue. The sooner I sat, the sooner we would get this over with. And that, more than anything, was what I desired.

      Dropping into the seat, I pulled Luna down with me, placing her on my lap before wrapping my arms around her waist. She didn’t protest, which was honestly a miracle, and she leaned against me as I held her close.

      I didn’t miss the fact that Mother had only procured one seat for the both of us. She probably meant it to be demeaning, but I didn’t care. I’d already decided I wouldn’t be letting my wife out of my sight in the queen’s presence, so this only gave me ample reason to keep her with me.

      “Blair!” Mother called out, snapping her fingers.

      A heartbeat later, a Favorite peeled off the wall. Wearing a red sheer loincloth and nothing else, his pale skin reflected the purple light as he approached the table.

      Queen Marguerite raised a brow. “Did you ask the prince and princess if they wanted a drink?”

      “Apologies, Your Majesty.” Blair turned to us, his expression blank. “Would you care for some coffee?” His voice was monotone and bland, matching the blank expression staring directly at us.

      Luna stiffened, and she whispered hoarsely, “Yes, please.”

      Liquid tinkled into mugs as Blair worked in silence, pouring two steaming cups of coffee before sliding them over. He stood rigidly, turning to Mother. “Anything else, Your Majesty?”

      Queen Marguerite shook her head. “Not right now.”

      Blair nodded, then as if he were a dog and not a human, he walked over to the throne and lay at the queen’s feet, resting his head on the cold floor and closing his eyes.

      Luna shuddered at the sight.

      “Now that we are all gathered, let’s begin.” Mother rubbed the red ruby. “In two days, the tournament celebrating my birthday shall begin. I asked you all here so we could discuss the logistics of such an event.”

      The urge to roll my eyes was so strong, I had to physically grip the armrest to restrain myself. A planning meeting. This felt like a monumental waste of time. Was there anything worse than a meeting?

      At least there was coffee. Reaching around Luna, I picked up my mug and sipped. The liquid was dark and bitter, just the way I liked it.

      Mother glanced at one of the Winter Court fae. “Trin, why don’t you start us off?”

      He nodded, his ice-blue hair hanging in three braids down his back. “Of course, Your Majesty.” Trin cleared his throat, steepling his fingers on the table. “The tournament will be split into three parts, and each will showcase a different strength, all the while providing entertainment to the good people of Eleyta. As a way to honor Her Majesty’s long and glorious reign in Eleyta, the six of us have volunteered to each host a game that suits our various skill-sets.”

      Trin paused, and I regarded him carefully. There was a glimmer of something in his expression that made my stomach twist.

      “And who shall be participating in these games?” I asked.

      The fae’s mouth twisted into a predatory smile. “Why, how good of you to ask, Your Highness. The participants shall be hand selected among the groups of representatives present today.”

      Interesting.

      Fae did not live in the Four Kingdoms. They came from Faerie, across the Indigo Ocean and the Obsidian Coast. However, Mother had invited them to Castle Sanguis, along with the witches, for her birthday. At first, I thought this entire thing was a front so she could plan and strategize about the war with Ithenmyr. Mother had an unhealthy obsession with what her Fortune Elves called the “coming darkness.” It was because of those predictions that Luna and I had been forced to marry in the first place.

      This still didn’t explain the tournament, though. In all my years, Mother had never done anything like this. But unfortunately for me and Luna, we were pawns in the queen’s game. Whether or not we knew the rules, we were here to play.

      “So vampires, witches, and fae?” Luna asked quietly.

      General Triboulet, one of the two vampires, nodded. “Correct. There will also be a few shifters representing Her Majesty’s guard. The first round of the tournament shall be one of brute strength. A… hunt, if you will.”

      I glared at the general. Triboulet was supposed to be fighting at the Ithenmyrian lines, making sure their new ruler did not cross into Eleyta. What was a vampire of his caliber doing planning what was essentially a big party?

      My gut twisted. Something about this situation was off. The gleam of Mother’s red ruby caught my attention, and I stared at the enormous jewel.

      It glowed despite the lack of light, and the more I looked at it, the more I was convinced this was the source of my unease. It almost seemed like…

      “Sebastian!” Mother’s voice cut through the fog of my thoughts. “Are you even listening, son of my blood?”

      I jolted, coffee sloshing in my mug. “Of course, Your Majesty,” I lied.

      She glared at me. “Then you won’t have any problem taking part in the hunt, correct?”

      Hunting for animals seemed beneath me, considering I could hear their heartbeat from a mile away, but apparently that didn’t matter.

      I raised a brow. “If it would please you—”

      “It would.” She smiled, though her voice lacked all warmth. “In fact, your participation in these games would be an excellent way for you to prove yourself to me, Sebastian.”

      I stared at her as her words from when Luna and I had returned to the castle echoed in my mind.

      Many people with far less power than I would consider this act extraordinarily close to treason.

      Was this all some sort of test?

      Luna squeezed my hand, tapping on my wrist. She didn’t say anything, but immediately, I understood the message. What about the Tether?

      The queen must have noticed the slight movement, because a wolfish smile crossed her face. “Your wife can join you as well. In fact, I think it would be best if the games were played in pairs, don’t you think, Generals?”

      Both vampires wasted no time in nodding.

      “Of course, Your Majesty,” General Triboulet said. “It can be arranged.”

      Queen Marguerite scowled in my direction. “Unless you have some reason that you and your wife should not take part in each round of the tournament, my son?”

      The queen forced the last word out of her mouth, and her eyes hardened as shadows flit over her face. Luna sat stiffly on my lap, and my shadows pulsated in my veins.

      We were on such dangerous ground.

      Picking my words with the utmost care, I dipped my head. “I can think of nothing else I’d rather be doing, My Queen.”

      “Good,” she crooned. “I would hate to think your loyalties lay anywhere but with me. I may have gifted you with a wife, but you should never forget who Made you.”

      “I could never forget, Your Majesty,” I replied.

      The night of my Making was seared on my soul.

      Queen Marguerite’s glare burned into mine, and slowly, I dipped my head in a show of acquiescence. The steady sound of the Favorite’s breaths was the only thing I could hear as everyone watched and waited for the queen’s response.

      After what felt like an eternity, the queen exhaled. “See that you don’t.”

      I nodded.

      Seemingly satisfied, the queen turned to Trin. “What about the second event?”

      The Winter Court fae grinned. Whether he did not notice the tension in the room or he did not care, I wasn’t sure.

      “We have arranged a game of trickery, Your Majesty,” he said. “Only the most cunning shall pass.”

      “Oh, I like that.” Queen Marguerite’s lips tilted up. “What are the stakes?”

      The two fae grinned and exchanged a look of pure glee, before Trin answered. “Why, they’re of the highest order, of course. Life and death.”

      A piercing, evil cackle echoed through the room as Mother threw back her head and laughed. My stomach twisted at the sound, and Luna inhaled a sharp breath.

      When her mirth died off, Queen Marguerite clapped. “Amazing,” she said. “I love that.”

      Of course she did. That didn’t surprise me in the least. Queen Marguerite didn’t have a loving bone in her body. She was a cold-blooded, ruthless vampire, and the number of deaths staining her conscience numbered in the thousands.

      Many people with far less power than I would consider this act extraordinarily close to treason.

      I shivered, praying to Isvana that I was wrong. Even as I did, in my heart of hearts, I knew I wasn’t. My entire body screamed at me about the danger the queen presented.

      Hoping to hurry this up so we could leave, I took a sip of my lukewarm coffee and feigned interest. “What of the third game, Mother?”

      “This one is my favorite.” Seeming to have forgotten to be angry with me, at least for the moment, Queen Marguerite grinned and turned to the last pair. “Tell him.”

      The two witches grinned at each other. They must have been twins, for everything about them was the same from the deep, masculine timbre of their voices to the brown hair tied in buns at the napes of their necks.

      “The third game shall be one of judgment.” The twins spoke at the same time. “Judge correctly, and you shall live.” They paused, each looking around the room, before their lips twisted maliciously. “Judge poorly, and death shall be your only recompense.”

      For a beat, no one spoke. What was there to say?

      “Very good.” The queen’s eyes flashed, meeting mine from across the room. “As a grand finale, after the third round of the tournament, my darling Sebastian has volunteered to fight for me! My servants have already begun constructing an arena nearby.”

      The witches gasped, exclaiming their delight at getting to see me in battle.

      I barely held back the growl rising in my throat. The only thing that stopped me were those words.

      Many people with far less power than I would consider this act extraordinarily close to treason.

      Instead, I tightened my grip around Luna, holding her close.

      “Oh, how exciting!” Mother exclaimed, sounding positively gleeful. “I don’t know why I waited so long to do something like this.”

      Maybe because it was insane?

      She was definitely losing her mind.

      Hoping to continue this conversation so Luna and I could get out of here, I asked, “What is the time frame for these… delightful celebrations?”

      “The opening ceremony will be tomorrow night and then the first game will take place the evening after that,” she replied. “Each consecutive game will be a week apart.”

      Somehow, that felt like both too long and too short at the same time.

      Pasting a subservient smile on my face, I dipped my head. “Thank you, my queen.”

      The smile on her face sent shivers down my spine. “No, my son. Thank you. I look forward to seeing you prove yourself to me. Now, go. I’m hungry.”

      Blair stood as if on cue, slipping onto the queen’s lap as I released my shadows. Luna turned, opening her mouth as if to speak.

      I shook my head. Not here, I mouthed, already pulling on my shadows to move us into the Void.

      The Favorite’s strangled cry was the last thing I heard before the darkness enveloped us.

    

  







            A Very Distracting Lesson

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






LUNA

        

      

    

    
      I thought Sebastian would bring us back to our room in the castle, but when we stepped out of the Void, the shadows revealed the wooden beams of his cabin. Though I still maintained that it wasn’t truly a cabin. The structure was large and open, but it could easily house a dozen people if needed.

      Still, it was clean and spacious and empty. The lack of other people was the highlighting factor for me, especially after hearing what the queen had planned for this so-called tournament of hers.

      She seemed to think it would be enjoyable.

      I respectfully disagreed. There were a plethora of activities I could think of that would be far more enjoyable and far less life-threatening than the queen’s games. Off the top of my head, I would read a book, go for a walk, or even spend time with Estrella before take part in the tournament.

      As soon as the first vampire had spoken, an icy ball of fear formed in my stomach. The more the group outlined their plans, the heavier it became. By the end of the meeting, it was a veritable brick of ice, freezing me from my stomach outward. Now, I could barely speak, let alone think.

      Each of the three trials—because I was under no false pretenses, these were not games meant to delight but trials meant to destroy—sounded horrible, dangerous, and deadly.

      “What’s going on in that brilliant mind of yours, Luna?” Sebastian’s hand landed on my hip as he drew me towards him.

      “I am… processing.” I rubbed a hand on my temples. “That meeting was a lot.”

      “It was.” He brushed back a lock of hair that had fallen over my face. “It’s going to be okay.”

      I frowned. Did he not hear anything the others had been talking about? These trials sounded like the opposite of okay. Even if I wasn’t a Fledgling vampire still working to regulate her rather dangerous desires to rip out throats, I still wouldn’t consider this “okay.”

      Not only was I not a warrior, but it seemed to me like the queen was doing this to hurt Sebastian and me.

      This was the definition of a bad situation.

      Instead of dumping all those thoughts on him, I shook my head. “I don’t think it is. The hunt—”

      “We will deal with that when the time comes, Luna,” he said firmly. “Let’s forget about it for now.”

      It didn’t seem like the type of thing that would improve with time. In fact, ignoring the issue would do nothing but make it worse when it came time to participate in the trial.

      “But—”

      “We only have two nights,” he said. “Really, just one, if you think about it. And I have a surprise for you.” His eyes twinkled. “Did you forget?”

      “No, I did not,” I lied, having absolutely forgotten about it during the disastrous meeting with the queen. “I know you’re trying to distract me, Sebastian.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched, and he moved closer to me. My heart pounded in my chest, and I inhaled sharply.

      He whispered, “Is it working?”

      Honestly, it was. All of him was distracting, from his rugged black hair and midnight garments to the way he smirked at me, as if he knew exactly what I was thinking. This husband of mine was incredibly handsome, like a statue brought to life.

      The distractions increased tenfold when he brought my hand to his lips and kissed it. “You didn’t answer my question, darling.”

      I breathed, “Yes. It’s working.”

      I would do as he asked and leave my thoughts about the hunt alone for now. After all, these might be our last moments together for a long time.

      “Good.” He released my hand and turned me around. “You should probably change into something a little more comfortable than this.”

      I looked down at myself. “You don’t like my dress?”

      “I love it,” he growled, stealing a kiss. “I don’t want to see it ruined.”

      “Oh.” I bit my lip, forgetting about my fangs until a sharp pain ran through me as I drew blood. My tongue darted out to catch the red drop, and I was acutely aware of the way Sebastian’s eyes darkened as he watched me.

      “I had Dorothea bring some clothes that should fit you. She put them in the wardrobe in the master bedroom.” He gave me a gentle nudge towards the stairs. “Go try them on. Your surprise awaits.”
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        * * *

      

      A short while later, I emerged from the upstairs bedroom dressed in a fitted black tunic with a low scooped back and warm leggings.

      I opened the door to find Sebastian leaning against the wall, surrounded by wisps of shadows. He looked up, a groan escaping him as his dark gaze swept over me. “I’m not sure that’s better.”

      My brows knit together as I looked down at the outfit. “What’s wrong with this?”

      Sebastian prowled towards me with the grace of a predator, reminding me that he was a much-older vampire. He ran his hand down my side, settling on my hip, drawing me towards him.

      “You should be glad your surprise doesn’t involve seeing anyone else tonight,” he whispered, pressing his forehead against mine. “I couldn’t have another person seeing my wife look so delectable.”

      As if proving his point, he nipped my bottom lip. I quickly forgot about the momentary flash of pain as he kissed me slowly. His mouth moved with the leisure of someone who could do this forever, and who was I to stop him?

      After all, this was exactly the type of research I desired.

      When his kisses grew more forceful, I melted against him.

      Just when it seemed like things were going to heat up, Sebastian pulled away. He smirked, his breath brushing against my ear as he whispered, “I want to eat you right now.”

      Shivers ran down my spine. A few months ago, I was frightened of vampires. Now, the idea of letting him have his way with me was the opposite of frightening. My core warmed, and every part of me tingled in anticipation of letting him do exactly that.

      But there was still the surprise.

      In the interest of not letting Sebastian know how much he affected me with his kisses, I tossed my hair over my shoulder and winked at my prince. “Maybe if you’re good, I’ll let you bite me later.”

      He growled, and I ran down the stairs, laughing. I moved quickly, but Sebastian was faster. He appeared in front of me, his fangs glistening as his wings burst out of his back. Shadows curled around his feet, and a lock of his hair hung rather handsomely in his face as he smirked at me.

      “What’s my surprise?” I asked, looking around the cabin but not seeing anything different.

      He grinned, wiggling his brows. “Take out your wings. It’s time to learn how to fly.”
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        * * *

      

      Flying was, at least in theory, not something people were meant to do. That being said, I was rapidly coming to the conclusion that the scientists responsible for those theories had never flown with a vampire. Being in Sebastian’s arms could not have felt more normal. His grip was firm and secure as he held me close, his wings flapping steadily as they carried us into the night sky.

      My own wings hung up on my back, forming barriers against the winter air, but not truly doing anything.

      For now.

      Though it was dark, it was a rather pleasant night… for Eleyta. Snow fell lightly, and though the breeze was present, it could have been a lot worse. Sebastian carried me until the roof of the cabin was little more than a speck on the ground, surrounded by the pointy tips of pine trees and larger snow-covered mountains. The scene was beautiful, warming my heart.

      Up here, the queen’s tournament did not seem like such a pressing issue. How could it, when the beauty of the land surrounded us so completely? This was why he loved flying. I felt like I understood him better already.

      His anger at being locked in the castle with me, his frustration at the Tether… all of it made sense. Our bond had been forced upon him, keeping him away from all this.

      In the distance, a small village of a dozen buildings was tucked away in the forest. Smoke rose from chimneys, and the air hummed with life.

      “What’s that?” I pointed to it.

      Sebastian’s wings flapped as he tilted his head, following my finger. “Snowfell,” he replied. “It’s a small human village.”

      Remembering the maid who I had almost killed, I shivered. “Is that where Dorothea lives?”

      He nodded. “Her family has been dwelling there for generations.”

      A thought struck me, and I frowned. “Has the Wasting Illness come to them?”

      When Syndra told us that human villagers suffered from the same sickness that plagued my brother, my heart had broken. I knew what it did to others. I’d seen Marius at his worst moments, when he’d been so weak, he couldn’t even walk. All his life, he’d been frail, unable to do much of anything, and often tired quickly. Food did little to sustain him, and he’d had a hard life.

      I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy.

      Sebastian shook his head. “No. Thank Isvana, it has not struck them.”

      The mood was somber as we left Snowfell behind. My mind revolved around Syndra’s plant, that mysterious cure, and Marius. They all fit together, somehow. I just needed to figure out how. We were missing something.

      Lost in thought, I held onto Sebastian’s waist until he stopped over an enormous, frozen lake. From above, the massive sheet of ice looked like an untouched piece of parchment, just waiting for someone to make a mark on it.

      “It’s time.” Sebastian brushed his lips over my forehead in a tender caress that left tingles in its wake.

      I stared up at him. Theoretically, the idea of flying had been delightful. Now that I was facing the reality of doing it, though, my chest tightened. “You mean—”

      “Flying is like breathing,” he said patiently.

      That was unhelpful. I already knew how to breathe. I was born knowing how to breathe. It just… happened.

      I did not know how to fly.

      I furrowed my brows. “What do you mean?”

      “Your wings are a part of you, Luna,” he said. “They know what to do. All you need to do is to let them carry you.”

      I waited for him to elaborate, but when he didn’t, I frowned. “That’s your lesson? Let them carry me?”

      I tested my wings. Their weight was a considerable presence on my back, but I wasn’t sure he was right. In fact, I was fairly certain he was wrong. It couldn’t be that simple. I’d watched birds fly, and it looked downright difficult.

      Sebastian nodded. “Yes. Trust them. Relax, and it’ll be fine.”

      I snorted. “Sebastian, you may not know this about me, but I’m not an easy-going person.”

      “You don’t say,” he replied dryly. “Here I thought you were the most relaxed, easy-going person in the entire world, willing to do whatever you were told without arguing.”

      Ignoring his jab, I looked down. “It’s just… we are up really high. What if I fall?”

      He barely held in a laugh. “One might argue that falling is the point, my love. You can’t fly if you’re on the ground. Falling leads to flying.”

      I glared at Sebastian. “That doesn’t seem right. Are you sure there isn’t something else I need to know? Maybe the rhythm necessary for moving my wings? The amount of time I should wait between each flap? Perhaps if you bring me closer to the ground, I can conduct a few experiments, and then I could try—”

      He kissed me, and then he dropped me.

      “Fly,” he yelled.

      The wind swallowed my cry as I tumbled head over heels towards the icy lake.

      “I hate you!” I screamed.

      He shook his head, flying leisurely toward me as though I wasn’t dropping to my death. “No, you don’t.”

      I thrashed, falling with a distinct lack of grace. “Yes, I do!”

      He scoffed. “Flap your wings, Luna!”

      One command. As if it was going to be that easy.

      Still, the ground was approaching at an alarming rate. My descent was tumultuous, and I made out the ridges of the ice. It wasn’t a sheet of white, as I’d assumed earlier. Instead, it shifted from a deep gray to a lighter, smoother white, to crystal clear.

      The wind slammed into my face and tears stung as they froze on my cheeks. My wings flailed, and death approached.

      “Fly, Luna!” Sebastian insisted as he followed behind me to keep the Tether from kicking in.

      Closing my eyes, which probably wasn’t wise, I focused on those two appendages sticking out of my back.

      Flap.

      I repeated the word to myself repeatedly until my wings twitched. Once. Twice. Then they picked up air. That first one straightened me out.

      Flap.

      The second lifted me higher in the air.

      Flap.

      The tumbling, churning feeling in my stomach stopped. My back ached and my muscles burned, but I was still alive. Maybe one day, after I’d been a vampire for many years, I would no longer feel the burn of exercise in my body, but that was not the case today.

      Flap.

      Muscles I had never used before hurt as I called on them to keep me in the air.

      Flap.

      I was doing it. With every moment my wings beat, confidence filled me. The distinct feeling of rising in the air and of partnering with the wind instead of battling against it was addictive.

      Eventually, I grew daring enough to open an eye and take a peek at my surroundings.

      I wasn’t dead. I had assumed as much, but it was always nice to have some confirmation. A laugh burst out of me as a gust of wind buffeted me higher into the air. Glancing over my shoulder, I drank in the sight of my black wings as they flapped steadily behind me. Wisps of shadows danced around their edges, and I rose in the air.

      “I’m flying!” I shouted excitedly.

      A distinctly deep, masculine laugh filled the air, the sound warming me from the inside out. Not only because it was filled with the signature confidence and power that followed Sebastian wherever he went, but because there was warmth and love in his voice that was reserved for me, and me alone.

      He flew beside me, grinning like a schoolboy. “I told you that you could do it.”

      I shot a smile in his direction. “You were right.”

      Laughing, I flew higher and higher. The wind caressed my cheek as I rose in the sky. This was… remarkable. I had never thought that flying would feel like this.

      This was a freedom I hadn’t even known existed, and yet now that I did, I never wanted to lose it. How could one bear to walk anywhere when such pleasures existed in the world?

      I flew and flew and flew.

      He kept pace with me, his hands in his pockets as he stayed nearby. Once I was certain this wasn’t a fluke and I was actually doing this, I turned around. “Can we go somewhere?”

      His lips tilted up. “Do you want to explore?”

      “Yes, please.” I couldn’t recall the last time I’d been so unencumbered, and I didn’t want this to end.

      Sebastian thought for a moment, his brows creasing, before he cocked his head. “I know of the perfect place. Follow me.”

      He turned, his wings moving in a steady rhythm as he led me toward our unknown destination. I followed his lead, the giddiness of flying still buzzing through me like a thousand little bees trapped beneath my skin. It was exhilarating, feeling the wind beneath my wings as we dipped and turned, zigzagging through the air.

      We soared over an immense forest blanketed in white. As we descended lower, the snow sparkled like diamonds in the moonlight.

      Everywhere I looked, awe-inspiring beauty surrounded me. The land was serene in a way that I wasn’t used to encountering in Eleyta. This was a country I would be honored to call my home. Right now, the queen and her tournament felt like they were worlds away.

      How could violence and death and shadows coexist with the stunning beauty and effortless harmony of nature?

      Eventually, Sebastian banked his wings. He flew through a narrow break in the trees, moving with an abundance of both grace and ease. I lacked smoothness as I followed him down, and I didn’t see our destination until we were nearly on top of it.

      My breath caught in my throat at the beauty of this wild place. If I thought the forest was beautiful, this was majestic and enchanting. A series of interconnected hot springs, each one the size of our bathing room back at the castle, spread out before us. They hissed and sizzled, steam rising off them as the water bubbled and churned.

      Snow billowed up in a white cloud as Sebastian landed. He grinned, looking up at me. “Beautiful,” he breathed.

      Though I was still in the air, I heard his voice as though he had whispered them in my ear.

      Somehow, I knew he wasn’t talking about the idyllic landscape.

      When the ground was close enough that I could make out the striations in the rocks surrounding the hot springs, a new thought struck me, filling me with horror.

      I didn’t know how to land.

      Although I was fairly certain I would survive breaking my legs, I didn’t want to test my theory.

      “Sebastian?” I called out, panic leaking into my voice. “How do I stop?”

      “Take a deep breath, Luna,” he replied calmly, ever the patient teacher. “Give your wings control and let them slow your descent. You can do this.”

      He had been right about flying. What were the chances he would be right about this, too? High, I hoped.

      Even so, I braced for impact.

      Luckily, Sebastian was right. The same part of me that was connected to the shadows intrinsically knew what to do. My wings flapped slowly, and I bent my knees, preparing to land. I stumbled as my feet touched the ground, but he was right there. His arms were open wide, and he caught me, lifting my feet off the ground before twirling me in a circle.

      “You were amazing.” He pecked my cheek. “I’m so proud of you.”

      One soft kiss was not nearly enough. Adrenaline coursed through me from the flight and my heart was pounding out of my chest. I felt like I had just experienced life for the first time.

      I needed more.

      Keeping my wings steady, I pulled Sebastian toward me. He did not put up a fight as I tilted my head, claiming his lips with my own.

      This kiss was not brief. It was not gentle. Nor was it soft or sweet or calm. This kiss was a raging storm, a rapid wind, a clap of thunder, a quaking of the earth. The moment our mouths met, it stirred up emotions deep within me. This kiss was powerful and urgent and loving and passionate.

      And then his hands moved.

      They landed under my bottom as he raised me up, so my legs wrapped around his middle. We kissed and kissed and kissed, and he held me as close as two people still clothed could be.

      Sparks ran through me, and flames licked my core. My breath came more quickly. My heart, which beat more slowly since I was Made, sped up.

      And my fangs.

      They ached, burned, pulsed, and throbbed as a scorching, all-consuming need ran through me. Every single part of me wanted this.

      My core tightened. Warmth spread through me like a wildfire. The need to feed surged through me. A hunger that I hadn’t felt since first waking up after the temple made itself known within me.

      I moaned, breaking apart from his lips long enough to peer into his eyes. They were filled with shadows and secrets and love.

      “Sebastian,” I rasped, my voice hoarse from the kisses, “I want you.”

      I didn’t want to wait any longer. We might not have much more time, and I wanted to spend every waking and sleeping moment with him.

      In the back of my mind, the tournament loomed.

      A fight to the death.

      Sebastian was strong, but what if the worst came to pass?

      I refused to let our only chance pass us by. When Julieta died, I promised myself I would live my life to the fullest. There was no better time than this. We were alone, surrounded by steaming hot springs, and we had nowhere else to be tonight.

      This was our moment.

      I kissed him again, our mouths meeting in a clash of desire, as my hand reached out and ran over the planes of his chest before slipping beneath the fabric of his tunic. My fingers landed on his skin, tracing the small valleys and dips of his stomach. He groaned as I tugged on the hem of his tunic.

      “Take this off?” I asked, suddenly shy. “Please.”

      Sebastian’s dark eyes swept over mine and his tongue darted out as he licked his lips. He stepped back from me, drawing his wings into himself, before pulling his tunic over his head. It landed on the snow in a heap, and I stared at him. I couldn’t have looked away even if I wanted to.

      My mouth dried as I took in his sculpted chest, my gaze dropping to the V that pointed towards his waistband.

      “Are you sure?” His voice was rough, and his eyes dark as they swept over me.

      Nodding, I retracted my own wings. The air was cool against my back, a soothing balm to the fire raging within me. “Yes. I want this. I want it all.”

      His hands went to the waistband of his trousers, loosening them. They fell to the ground, leaving him bare. If I thought my heart had been pounding before, now the organ raced in a valiant effort to escape my chest.

      Sebastian stood unmoving before me as I stared at him. My Prince of Darkness. The moon shone brightly, outlining his features and highlighting his masculine beauty. It was as though the gods themselves had formed him out of the shadows he controlled.

      As I studied him, this sculpted vampire of mine, the strangest sound started in his chest. Like a low rumble, soon it was all I could hear.

      Was he… purring?

      A thought popped into my head from a long ago biology lesson. Bats purred during certain… circumstances.

      Interesting.

      My own chest vibrated at the sound, responding to him. It felt strange, but not bad.

      If anything, it made me want him more.

      That burning, aching pain in my fangs grew along with the purr, until need coursed through my entire body.

      The cold did not seem to affect Sebastian at all as he remained standing still. The snow fell gently on him, adding to his beauty.

      He was mine. I couldn’t believe he loved me.

      I must have said that last part out loud, because he looked startled for a moment before laughing. The sound of his joy washed over me like the sweetest rain.

      Closing the distance between us, he gathered me in his arms and pressed his lips against my forehead. Then, his lips grazed mine. “I love you, too.”

      I smiled, cupping his cheek gently. “I think I’m a little overdressed for the occasion.” Lifting my eyes to his, I asked, “Help me?”
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SEBASTIAN

        

      

    

    
      My wife was the single most stunning creature to ever walk the face of this land. Luna was incredible in every single facet of her life, and this was no exception. She had taken to flying like she’d been born to do it, swooping through the skies.

      The echoes of her laughter still warmed me.

      I kissed her, lifting her tunic over her head with all the reverence she deserved. Her cheeks reddened as my fingers grazed her soft flesh, and she drew the bottom of her lip through her teeth. Her hands went to her chest, trying to cover herself.

      “Don’t do that,” I whispered, tugging them down. “You’re beautiful.”

      Luna’s eyes widened, and she drew in a breath, dropping her arms to her sides. Her pale skin glistened beneath the light of the moon, and I drank in the sight.

      I said, “Much better.”

      Taking hold of Luna’s still-clothed hip, I smiled as a whisper-soft gasp escaped her lips. I drew our bodies together, marveling at the way they lined up perfectly before bending my head.

      Running my tongue over her lips, I savored her like a fine wine. Her lilac scent strengthened as she purred, her chest rumbling in time with mine as we kissed. She tasted like sunshine and warm summer days, and I couldn’t get enough of it.

      This kiss was searing and filled with sparks and love and the promise of more. She moaned, pressing herself against me in a way that made my control nearly snap.

      Every single part of me ached for her, but I needed to hear her say the words. Breaking the kiss, I pressed my forehead against hers. “We can stop at any time, Luna. Just tell me, and we’ll stop.”

      Parting her lips, she peered at me and shook her head slowly. “You’re so sweet.”

      We’d already been over this. I was not sweet. Scowling, I opened my mouth to protest when fabric rustled.

      My heart raced, and a roaring filled my ears.

      I didn’t dare look down, forcing myself to keep my eyes on hers, even as she took my hands and placed them on her lower back.

      Her very bare, very soft lower back.

      Gods, this wife of mine would be the death of me.

      “I want you.” Her hand traveled down my chest until I could barely breathe. “It’s time.”

      A growl rumbled through me, and I let go of all my restraint.

      Our mouths met in a clashing, searing kiss as I picked her up once again. For the second time in a day, she wrapped her legs around me, a breathy moan leaving her lips.

      Crossing the short distance to the nearest hot spring, I held Luna tight against me before lowering us slowly into the water. She gasped, her breath warm on my lips, as it lapped against her bare feet. “Gods, that’s hot.”

      I stopped moving immediately. “Is it too much?”

      Luna sucked her bottom lip through her teeth before shaking her head. “No. It’s perfect.”

      “You’re perfect, darling.” Kissing her, I held her tight against me with one hand as I moved us slowly into the water.

      Inch by inch, our bodies acclimated to the warm water as we got to know each other in an entirely new way. I would have been lying if I said I hadn’t thought about this moment many times since the first moment I laid eyes on Luna, back in her father’s keep. My free hand explored her body. Each gasp and moan made my body tighten, encouraging me as I stroked her flesh.

      Water lapped at my hips as I sat on the long, smooth rocks running along the edge of the hot spring, serving as a bench. Shadows slipped out of us both as Luna’s hands crept behind my neck, her fingers tangling in my hair, as she pulled me tighter against her.

      Her tongue swept into my mouth, and we kissed and kissed until it felt like fire would burn me from the inside out. When it seemed like I couldn’t take any more, Luna pulled apart as a spark entered her eye.

      “What’s that look for?” I asked softly.

      She smiled, lowering her head until her fangs grazed my neck. Instantly, my entire body stiffened as a dozen sensations flooded me all at once.

      “I want to bite you, Sebastian,” she whispered hoarsely. “And I want you to bite me. And then, when we’re sated, I want all of you.”

      I shouldn’t have been surprised that Luna was so vocal about what she wanted, considering the way her mouth had gotten her into trouble in the past, and yet, here we were.

      Once again, she fascinated and surprised me.

      “I want that, too,” I murmured.

      I wanted her any way I could have her. Tonight, right now, it was just the two of us. I didn’t do Luna the disservice of questioning her. I would give her whatever she asked for.

      Lowering my head, I inhaled deeply as her familiar scent flooded through me. Groaning, I brushed my fangs over her neck, and she shivered beneath me.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      She didn’t reply. Instead, she sank her fangs into my neck. The moment the tips pierced my skin, a wave of pleasure ran through me. A soft, feminine sigh of contentment came from her as she drank.

      Had there ever been anyone as lucky as I was right now?

      My body tensed and though I wanted to do nothing more than bite her quickly, I resisted the urge to move too fast.

      I didn’t want this experience to be anything less than incredible for this wife of mine.

      After a minute of the most exquisite torture, I bit her. Luna’s blood was the sweetest nectar as it flooded into me. I groaned, the taste of her nearly as good as the feeling of her body against mine.

      Her blood flowed through me, empowering me. The call of my shadows was louder than ever, the dark magic pulsating through my veins and giving me strength.

      Hunger soon gave way to another, more primal need.

      Luna lifted her fangs from my neck, and moments later, I did the same.

      She licked my skin as it healed. “I love you, Sebastian.”

      Gods. I hadn’t known love could feel like this. So complete and overwhelming and everything.

      I said as much, and she laughed softly.

      That sound. I loved that sound. I wanted to hear it every moment of every day of the rest of the rest of my life.

      Her damp hand trailed on my skin. “Sebastian, I want you.”

      My breath escaped me in a hiss. “You’re mine, Luna.”

      She moved her hips, lifting herself up and slowly lowering herself down, down, down until we were perfectly lined up.

      “I’m yours,” she groaned, shifting against me in a way that caused all my muscles to tighten. “And you’re mine.”

      Fire spread through me. My shadows sang within my veins as our bodies joined in the most intimate of ways.

      At that moment, it was like everything in the world was made right. The Binding Mark sang on my skin, we both purred, and Luna’s emotions flooded through our bond.

      There was nothing between us anymore.

      I groaned, claiming her lips in a fierce kiss as that last barrier between us was destroyed.

      Everything else faded away, except for this connection between us.

      We were two, but one. Like sunshine after an endless rainstorm, she had burst into my life and burned away the darkness. I would cling to her for the rest of my days, never letting go.

      She was mine.

      There was nothing else but us. The snow falling gently from the sky didn’t exist. The wind brushing up against us, blowing strands of Luna’s hair between us, was inconsequential. Even the tournament was of no significance. Not right now.

      The only sounds I cared about were the ones coming from her mouth and the purring in her chest. Our bodies moved in perfect harmony as we shared a passionate tale of love and longing. When Luna’s back arched and she screamed, reaching her peak, I knew I would never experience a moment as beautiful or pure as this again.

      Nothing could separate us anymore.

      We were Bound and Tethered, but maybe it wasn’t a curse.

      As Luna collapsed against me, her breath coming in short, ragged bursts, I considered perhaps Isvana had chosen to bless us, after all.

      When our skin wrinkled and the air turned chilly, even for vampires like us, I gathered our clothes and shadowed us back to the castle. The sun was rising as I tucked Luna into bed, curving my body around hers protectively.

      And then we slept.
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        * * *

      

      Luna paced up and down the length of our bedroom, clutching an obsidian tiara in her white-knuckled hands. Her crimson gown, a tailored garment boasting of a full skirt containing yards of fabric with a low-cut that gave a perfect view of the swell of her breasts, swooshed as she moved back and forth. The lack of sleeves, something I was certain was intentional, made Luna’s Binding Mark stand out on her wrist.

      “Are you certain I need to wear this?” She glared at the headpiece as though it had personally offended her. “I don’t like it.”

      “Mother sent it,” I reminded her.

      She huffed, beginning to pace anew. A glance at the clock told me we only had a few minutes before the opening ceremony began. We had to hurry—tardiness was not an option.

      As soon as the sun had set this evening, Fleur, Luna’s maid, had bustled into our room bearing garments for us both. Mother had sent them, along with strict orders that we had to wear the gifted items. One glance at them, and yesterday’s flying lesson had seemed like a world away.

      Queen Marguerite’s hand was in everything we wore, from the black silk shirt and trousers on me to the red ballgown draped over my wife.

      My own crown sat on my head, the heavy weight something I barely noticed after all these years. I’d lost count of how many times I’d been forced to put it on and parade around, showing the people of Eleyta exactly who their prince was. I might have been used to it, but this was Luna’s first time wearing a marker of her royal position.

      Crossing the room in a matter of a few strides, I took her hands in mine. “You’re a princess now, darling.” I kissed her. “It’s expected of you.”

      Frowning, Luna glanced between the headpiece and her dress. “I’d argue the color of my gown is enough to set me apart.”

      “It is different,” I agreed.

      “I don’t think anyone else will be wearing red.” She crossed her arms, tapping the tiara on her elbow as she worked her lip through one of her fangs. “Your mother hates me.”

      I didn’t disagree. Not when all the signs pointed to exactly that.

      Mother hated Luna… because I Made her? I was certain I was missing something here.

      If the queen hadn’t wanted me to Make Luna, she shouldn’t have given her to me.

      Gathering Luna in my arms, I rested my head on hers. “She hates everyone, Luna, not just you.”

      Especially humans. Mother despised humans with the force of a thousand burning suns.

      “I don’t think she hates you,” Luna said, almost accusingly.

      Mother’s feelings towards me were complicated.

      “I think she likes my power,” I replied honestly. “But I don’t really care if she likes me or not.” Tilting up Luna’s head, I kissed her. “Do you know why?”

      Her brows furrowed. “Why?”

      “Because the only person in my entire life who matters is you. No one else.” Taking the tiara, I fit it snuggly on Luna’s head. Between the jeweled headpiece, her long brown hair cascading over one shoulder in loose waves, and the blood-red gown, my wife was stunning. Stealing another kiss, I whispered, “You are my universe, Princess.”

      My words had their intended effect as Luna stopped arguing.

      “Fine.” She raised a brow and scowled. “But just so you know, I’m not a fan of your mother, either.”

      “I know.” Placing a finger under her chin, I waited until Luna met my eyes. “It’s fine to say things like that here. I’ve warded the room. But nowhere else in this castle is safe, Luna. No one can be trusted. Not really.”

      Words like this would do more than fuel the queen’s paranoia. They would give her a reason to act against Luna.

      It was one thing to be hated by the queen. She hated most everyone, after all. It was another entirely to hate her.

      Luna shivered, her eyes hardening. “I’m well aware of the dangers in this place, Sebastian,” she whispered. “I think of Julieta every day.”

      “I know, my love.” The maid’s murder was a stark reminder as to why I needed to keep Luna safe.

      Even a vampire in a castle full of them wasn’t guaranteed protection—especially not if the queen decided my wife was more trouble than she was worth.

      A growl rumbled through my chest at the thought.

      I would protect Luna with my life. The Binding between us meant if the weaker of our pair died, the other would likely survive the physical severing of our connection, but that meant very little.

      Life wouldn’t be worth living without her.

      The clock chimed, drawing me out of my thoughts. It was time to go. Tugging on my shadows, I rolled my shoulders as my wings settled on my back. Their weight was comforting, and already, I felt more prepared for what was to come.

      Luna eyed the wings. “Does having them out help?” she asked, reaching out as though to touch them.

      I shifted, and her hand landed on my arm instead.

      “The wings are… safe,” I said, picking my words carefully. “I feel like myself with them out. They give me strength.”

      And I needed to be strong in order to face Mother. Every day, being her prince felt more and more like a death sentence.

      Luna examined my wings thoughtfully. “I like that idea. Strength.” Her lips pinched in concentration.

      Moments later, her own wings burst out of her back. The low cut of her dress accommodated the shadow-edged wings perfectly, adding to her stunning silhouette.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      She laced her hand through mine. “As much as I’ll ever be.”

      “And you remember what we talked about?”

      She nodded. “Mind over matter. I’m not hungry, and I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

      I kissed her. “You won’t. I believe in you.”

      From here, I had the perfect view of the claiming bite mark I’d left on her neck the night before. The sooner we went to the opening ceremony, the sooner we could leave. Last night might have been our first time together, but there was no way in the seven circles of hell I would allow it to be our last.

      Luna was my entire world, and I planned on showing her exactly how much I loved her.

      Again. And again. And again.

      With thoughts of how I could take that dress off Luna in the most expedient fashion when we returned, I pulled on my shadows. We hurried through the Void, landing at the entrance of the Gilded Ballroom.

      Located in the eastern wing of the castle, this section of Castle Sanguis hadn’t been used for decades. Builders and servants alike had been at work all week preparing the space for tonight’s festivities. Why the queen wasn’t just throwing the opening ceremony in the regular ballroom was beyond me, but it wasn’t like I had time to question her.

      I was busy keeping my wife alive.

      Two vampires stood sentinel at the elaborate doors made entirely of molten gold. Like me, they wore black, though their clothes were embossed with the queen’s insignia. The doors gleamed like a gilded mirror, and I couldn’t help but notice our reflection.

      With our wings outstretched behind us and shadows flitting around us, Luna and I were a sight to behold. Her crimson gown was a stark contrast to my outfit, and though she was shorter than me, an air of regal authority surrounded us.

      I was proud to call her my wife.

      Moving Luna’s hand to the crook of my elbow, I nodded at the guards and waited as they pushed open the doors. Faint streams of music filtered through the walls, along with muted conversations, but they all stopped the moment the doors opened.

      A human herald stood inside the ballroom, his voice loud as he called out, “Prince Sebastian Montquartier, and his wife, Princess Luna.”

      The hush of the crowd was louder than any single sound could have been. The air buzzed in anticipation, and my skin prickled as Luna squeezed my arm. Dozens of scents assaulted me at once, telling me far more about the attendees of tonight’s event than Mother had. In addition to the vampires in the room, there were fae, werewolves, witches, and humans.

      It was time for Luna to practice the control we’d been working on. Thank the gods she had already fed. The last thing we needed was her catching a whiff of a particularly delicious scent and becoming a predator in a ballroom full of guests.

      “I knew it,” Luna whispered under her breath as we stepped forward, standing on a large balcony overlooking the gathered crowd. “Queen Marguerite definitely hates me.”
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LUNA

        

      

    

    
      I was the only person wearing anything other than black. Not even the servants milling around the lavish golden ballroom wore colors. It was me, my blood-red gown, and the ribbons the non-vampiric guests and servants wore around their necks.

      That was it.

      Even the violet orbs scattered around the ballroom skewed more black than purple tonight, only accentuating the lack of color. This opening ceremony was more like a lavish ball than anything else.

      I thought Sebastian told me Eleyta was at war, defending their borders against the new Ithenmyrian ruler? This must have cost a fortune.

      I’d imagined the opening ceremony to include some speeches, and perhaps a small meal with a toast or two. I did not picture a ball. And I could confidently say I had absolutely no desire to attend this… event. In fact, I would rather be anywhere but here.

      Unfortunately, the queen had forced us to come. Already, I could see this would be an extremely long night. The longer we stood on this gilded balcony, looking over the gathered crowd, the more the scents slammed into me.

      My fangs ached as I employed every single method of control Sebastian had recommended. There were humans here—untainted ones. If I hadn’t fully sated my hunger earlier, I was fairly certain I would be ripping into them right now. The red and violet ribbons around the necks of the non-vampiric guests almost seemed mocking.

      I moved closer to Sebastian, my wings brushing against his as I sought the comfort only he could bring me. I hated this. Every single eye in the room was trained on us. Even the orchestra in the corner with the various stringed instruments perched on their laps or between their legs watched us.

      I ignored them all. My attention went directly to the queen. Seated on an enormous golden throne on a raised dais in the middle of the ostentatious ballroom, Queen Marguerite was the center of attention.

      Grandeur and violence alike radiated off her as she glared at me. Her blemish-free skin shone in the purple lights, and her huge crown glimmered as she tilted her head. That red ruby hung around her neck, the jewel bright and vibrant against the deep ebony gown draped over her body.

      I gulped at the sight of the ruby. Something about it made me feel intrinsically off, and my stomach twisted.

      After what felt like an eternity, the queen waved her hand in the air.

      “Come,” she commanded.

      Sebastian took my hand, leading me down the massive curved staircase. As soon as our feet touched the top stair, the orchestra played once more. A lively waltz started as my prince and I moved toward the queen.

      Every step felt heavier than the last as I steeled myself for an audience with my horrible mother-in-law.

      The wards erected around the queen’s dais rippled as we walked through them. Sebastian bowed low, bending nearly in half, and I curtsied. Despite the added weight of my wings, I managed not to fall flat on my face. Staring at the white tiles inlaid with specs of gold, I focused on breathing slowly and maintaining my control.

      Mind over matter.

      Maybe there really was something to it.

      We remained prostrated before the queen for an entire dance before she chuckled.

      “Enough of that,” Queen Marguerite said. “You may rise.”

      We did, but I kept examining the floor as though it was the most interesting thing I’d ever seen. Maybe if I didn’t look at the queen, I wouldn’t have to deal with her.

      “Good evening, Mother.” Sebastian’s voice sounded calm, but frustration came through the Binding Mark. I found a strange sense of solace in the knowledge that neither of us wanted to be here. “We thank you for your gifts.”

      “It was my pleasure,” the queen said, practically purring. “I couldn’t have the two of you looking anything except your finest tonight, could I? After all, this is as much your celebration as it is mine.”

      How did she lie so smoothly?

      This celebration had nothing to do with us.

      “Of course, Mother,” my husband said, his voice equally smooth.

      A beat passed, and the queen laughed. The sound was icy, and I shivered as I continued to look at the floor. “My goodness,” the queen said. “Where are my manners? Come. Sit.”

      Her voice was as cold as the stones making up this frigid castle, and shivers ran down my spine at the sound of her command.

      Before I could even wonder, let alone ask, where we were to sit, Queen Marguerite clapped her hands. Four servants, all dressed in black, appeared out of nowhere. Each pair carried a gilded throne. Though they were smaller than the one the queen occupied, they were still large and gaudy. Sweat beaded on the servants’ foreheads and their muscles strained with the effort, but none of them spoke as they placed the chairs down, one on either side of the queen.

      My eyes widened as I realized what she intended.

      There was no time to talk, though. With a quick squeeze of my hand for strength, Sebastian led me up onto the dais. He helped me into my seat, kissing my brow lightly before holding his head up high and taking the seat next to his mother. My back ached, my wings unable to find a comfortable spot, and I shifted, trying to maintain my balance without drawing attention to myself.

      It wasn’t working.

      Dozens of people watched me, the weight of their gaze so heavy I could barely stand it. But at least it was a distraction from the horrible, overwhelming aroma of rosewater coming from the queen.

      Once, when I was a little girl playing in Kinthani’s bathing room, I spilled an entire bottle of perfume in a misguided effort to determine the exact ratios of ingredients used to formulate the specific scent. Needless to say, I’d been subjected to countless baths and still stank like flowers for months.

      Queen Marguerite smelled just like that. I could barely breathe through the cloying aroma, and yet, I had no choice.

      “You have wings, daughter-in-law.” Queen Marguerite’s voice was hard as she stated the obvious.

      I swallowed, raising my eyes to meet hers. What was I supposed to say to that? They were hanging off my back. It wasn’t as if I was trying to hide them. I attempted to glance around the queen and catch Sebastian’s eye, but I couldn’t see anything over her enormous gilded throne.

      I was on my own.

      “Yes, Your Majesty.” I wiggled them. “And they even work.”

      She blinked before her lips twisted into a cruel sneer. “Evidently, being Made has done nothing to help you curb your tongue.”

      Despite the venom lacing her words, I did not flinch. The queen’s hatred for me was nothing new, and I refused to let her get to me.

      “Apparently not, Your Majesty.” The words flooded out of me even as I tried to stop them. “It’s like my mouth has a mind of its own.”

      On the other side of the dais, Sebastian inhaled sharply as a flicker of fear came through the Binding Mark. Of course, at that very moment, the orchestra finished their song. The dancers stopped moving, and the ballroom was so quiet a pin dropping would have been like a boom of thunder.

      The air thickened as Queen Marguerite stared at me, the tap-tap-tap of her long fingernails on the armrest of her throne sounding like execution drums to my panicked ears. My heart thrummed in my chest, my lungs tightened, and the Binding Mark burned as I waited for the queen to speak.

      Why couldn’t I just keep my mouth shut? Honestly, I knew better. There was just something about the queen that made my tongue go wild.

      Her eyes were like empty pits as they narrowed into slits, staring at me. A sense of dread washed over me, and I wished I could take back my words.

      But it was too late now. I’d already spoken.

      Eventually, Queen Marguerite’s fingers stilled. She licked the end of a fang as she glared at me. I fought the urge to squirm as I waited.

      Finally, when it seemed like I couldn’t bear another moment of scrutiny, the queen grinned. The look was full of evil and malice, and I barely contained my shudder at the sight.

      “You’re lucky, Fledgling. Tonight, I am feeling benevolent and find myself entertained by your tongue.” Shadows flickered across the queen’s eyes. “I will not find myself so easily entertained a second time around.”

      I swallowed. I did not feel lucky. Still, I knew the queen was waiting for a response. “Thank you for your benevolence, Your Majesty. You are incredibly magnanimous in your kindness.”

      Maybe that was too much, but I had a feeling the queen loved hearing how amazing she was.

      The queen studied me for a moment longer before waving her hand in the air. The orchestra picked up again, and a human servant hurried to stand in front of the queen.

      He bowed low, the red ribbon around his neck gleaming in the purple light as he stared at the floor. “Your Majesty?”

      Queen Marguerite leaned forward, steepling her fingers and lowering her voice as though she were sharing a secret with the servant.

      “My daughter-in-law is thirsty,” she said.

      What? I wasn’t thirsty at all. A retort rose to the tip of my tongue, and I went to refute her when Sebastian caught my eye. He leaned over, shaking his head. The movement was subtle, but I understood the message well enough.

      Biting my tongue, I said nothing as the servant rose from his bow, hurrying toward a table laden with refreshments. We sat in complete silence, the tension so thick I could barely breathe. The orchestra played a slow, mournful song, and the dancers moved in time with the melancholy music.

      The queen never stopped staring at me.

      When the servant returned, he balanced a single long crystal glass filled with a bubbling pink liquid on a tray. I immediately recognized it as Faerie Wine, the beverage Darcy had warned me away from drinking at my very first ball in Eleyta.

      The queen lifted the drink from the tray, and the servant melted away into the crowd. Gripping the glass tightly, Queen Marguerite turned back to me. Her eyes were as hard as the diamonds in her crown, and a frisson of fear ran through me as she extended the cup in my direction. “Take it,” she commanded.

      Sebastian inhaled sharply, and alarm flooded through the Binding Mark, mirroring the panic pulsing through me.

      I wasn’t exactly sure what Faerie Wine did, but I knew it was bad.

      But what was I supposed to do? My hand trembled, betraying my racing heart, as I took the glass from the queen. My obsidian wedding ring tinkled against the side of the glass as I raised it in salute. “To your health, Queen Marguerite.”

      She raised her brow and ordered, “Drink.”

      Never breaking the queen’s stare, I lifted the glass to my lips. The scent of berries and strong liquor filled my nose, temporarily replacing the rosewater as the most horrible aroma of the night. The glass was cool against my lips as I tipped it back.

      The Faerie Wine was sweet, and as soon as it hit my tongue, the warming flavor of alcohol filled my mouth. It bubbled as it went down my throat, landing in my empty stomach. I hadn’t even drained the cup before my head felt lighter than before. My fangs felt strange, as if someone had dropped them in a bucket of fizzy water.

      In fact, everything was a little… watery. I shook my head, trying to clear it, but that only made things worse.

      “Luna?” Sebastian’s voice sounded far away. I tried to focus on it, but even keeping my eyes open seemed like the most arduous of tasks.

      The queen snapped her fingers. “Another!” she yelled.

      I trembled, gripping the edge of my seat. My entire body felt like it was moments away from floating into the sky. Right now, I couldn’t even remember why that would be a bad thing. I liked flying. Birds floated in the air. Bubbles floated too. Snowflakes. All those were pretty. Maybe I could float like them. They seemed carefree, and…

      “Mother, no!” Sebastian exclaimed.

      He didn’t want me to float. Why? I tried to look at him, but everything was… wrong.

      “Get me another,” the queen repeated.

      Another glass appeared in my fingers, filled with the same pink liquid. How did it get here? I stared at it, and for some reason, this glass seemed daunting.

      The Faerie Wine already inside me churned, as if it was warning me another serving would be a bad idea.

      Queen Marguerite scowled at me. “Drink, daughter-in-law.”

      Power laced her words, and I obeyed. Wine went down my throat, and the room spun around me. My fingers spasmed, and somewhere, glass shattered. I closed my eyes, trying to take deep breaths to steady myself, but it wasn’t working.

      I wasn’t floating anymore.

      Now I was crashing, crashing, crashing.

      Everything hurt.

      A cold, unfeeling hand landed on my cheek. “Look at me, Princess.”

      My head pounded, and the watery feeling came back. Two queens, both with hatred in their expressions, swam in front of me.

      “Tell me, daughter-in-law,” they crooned. They wore their long hair in elaborate braids, and they watched me shrewdly, raising their brows. “What is on your mind?”

      “You’re very beautiful, Your Majesty,” I slurred, my head feeling too heavy for my shoulders. “But I think you hate me.”

      My eyes widened at the truth that escaped my lips without my permission, and I slapped a hand over my treacherous lips. Being mouthy was one thing, but this was another entirely.

      Queen Marguerite shook her head, the two royals merging into one. A cruel laugh like a howling, bitter wind pierced through the haze in my head, and I barely contained a groan.

      “I see two was enough,” the vampire queen said cruelly. “Come here, Luna.”

      I didn’t want to do it. I didn’t want to do anything.

      And yet I obeyed, pushing myself to trembling feet and walking unsteadily until I stood directly in front of the queen.

      Wide-eyed, I looked at Sebastian.

      “Leave her alone, Mother—” His words ended in a strangled gasp as Queen Marguerite clenched her fist. A gag made of shadows wrapped around Sebastian’s mouth, and he choked.

      “No!” I yelled.

      His eyes bulged as swaths of darkness flooded out of the queen until they blocked the entire dais from the rest of the room.

      Queen Marguerite’s glare was piercing, and it never left mine. “I think it’s time you and I had a little talk, Luna, don’t you think?”

      I swayed, the throbbing in my head worsening. “I’d really rather not.”

      My nails cut half-moons into my palms as I realized what the Faerie Wine did. The truth slipped from my lips with no thought for my safety or who I was talking to.

      “That’s where we will have to agree to disagree.” The queen reached behind her, placing something long and wooden on the armrest between her and Sebastian. “I have a problem, child.”

      Wide-eyed, I stared at the stake and my blood chilled in my veins. Did I think I was scared before? Now I was petrified.

      “A problem, Your Majesty?” I couldn’t have looked away from the stake if I tried. I knew the queen was insane, but for her to carry a wooden stake around with her was another matter entirely.

      “There are whispers in my court,” Queen Marguerite hissed. “Rumors of treason and misplaced loyalties, of death and prophecies. What do you make of it?”

      I stared at her. She was truly mad. “I don’t know.”

      All I knew was that we were in a very precarious situation, and it was becoming more dangerous with every passing minute.

      Tap. Tap. Tap.

      Queen Marguerite’s nails drummed against the wooden stake until the rhythm was the only thing I could hear. The sound of the orchestra faded away, leaving me and my fear as I tried to hold myself still.

      “What game are you playing, Luna?” the queen asked.

      “I’m not playing any games, Your Majesty,” I said honestly, wishing my head would stop swimming. “They bring me little joy. That’s why my sisters hated me. They thought I was strange.”

      Books, on the other hand, I loved.

      “Then you will have no problem talking to me.” The sound of her voice grated against my ears. “After all, what is a little chat between us? We are bound, the two of us, by blood and by marriage. Surely that means something, no?”

      I didn’t say a word.

      “Of course, if you prefer not to speak, I’m sure I can arrange for this stake to end up in your heart instead,” she said calmly, tapping the stake once more.

      I supposed we had reached the part of the evening where the death threats were out in the open now.

      Swallowing past the knot in my throat, I looked directly at the queen. “That won’t be necessary.”

      “Good.” A wolfish smile spread across her face. “Sit.”

      Drawing my wings into myself, I dropped back into my seat so fast my head spun. “What do you want to know?”

      Even as the words left my lips, I begged whatever gods were listening to keep the queen’s questions away from my family. Marius was my only remaining link to my past life, and I didn’t want to betray him by whatever cruel magic was loosening my tongue.

      “It’s not what I want to know you should be concerned about, my dear,” Queen Marguerite said. “You should probably be more worried about what will happen if you don’t answer. Do you understand?”

      “It’s not like you’ve given me a choice in the matter,” I grumbled.

      Damn my mouth for giving voice to all my thoughts. The musicians began a lively song, and my head pounded as the dancers beyond the veil of the shadows stomped and clapped in time with the music.

      The Faerie Wine did not mix well with the blood in my stomach, and though I knew food wouldn’t do anything for me nutritionally, I wished for some bread to sop up the alcohol.

      “No, but I love a captive audience.” Queen Marguerite leaned back in her seat, fiddling with the red ruby around her neck. On the other side of her, Sebastian shifted so I could see him. Shadows swirled around him, and his eyes were wide as he stared at me wordlessly.

      The queen either didn’t notice or didn’t care. She turned the stake around in her hands, and I stared at that instrument of death.

      Oh, how I wished we were anywhere but here. Even the snowy wilds of Eleyta were better than this. The desire to leave increased tenfold when Queen Marguerite asked her next question.

      “Tell me, Luna, do you like vampires?”

      “No,” was my instant reply. This wasn’t the wine talking. I would have said the same thing even if my brain wasn’t trying to escape my skull.

      How could I like vampires when I had been privy to some of their darkest moments? Estrella. Julieta’s murder. Syndra’s betrayal. The People of the Night. They all shared one commonality: vampires.

      I added, “I love Sebastian, but I don’t like vampires.”

      Queen Marguerite did not seem surprised… or at least, she didn’t show it.

      Instead, she peered at me. “Why, then, daughter-in-law, are you shocked that I, too, harbor a dislike for you?”

      Again, the Faerie Wine loosened my tongue and my words spilled out of me. “I suppose I thought you’d at least give me a chance since I married your son.”

      “Why would I ever do that? You were a simple means to an end. My people needed the grain, and this marriage was the easiest way to achieve it.” Her voice took on a cruel edge. “You don’t think you’re actually important, do you? I have shoes that are older than you, little girl.”

      “I’m not useless.” I closed my eyes and rubbed my temples as the pounding exponentially increased. “I’m smart, and I could bring value to your court.”

      Queen Marguerite snorted, and I opened my eyes just in time to see her throw her head back and laugh. “What good could you, a Fledgling who has barely been Made a week, do for me?” She growled. “No. You are little better than a human.”

      The disgust in her voice was like a sword, slamming into my gut and twisting deep. I might not have been a human anymore, but that didn’t mean I felt her hatred any less.

      My stomach gurgled, and I hugged my arms around myself, barely holding in a groan.

      “Why do you hate humans?” I asked before I could stop myself.

      The moment I spoke the question, instant regret flooded through me. Sebastian stiffened, grunting beneath the shadow gag, and Queen Marguerite tensed. Her hand stilled on the wooden stake and her knuckles turned white.

      Slowly, she tilted her head. The movement was eerily unhurried, as though she had all the time in the world.

      Outside the shadowy dais, the musicians started a new, slow, deep tune that echoed the pounding of my heart.

      “You’re asking the wrong question, Luna.” Queen Marguerite’s words were clipped, her grip on the stake tightening with every passing moment.

      My heart quickened, and the shadows thrummed in my veins even as the Faerie Wine made thinking difficult.

      “What…” Bile rose in my throat, and I swallowed it down, lifting my head and meeting the queen’s watchful gaze. “What should I be asking?”

      She slammed her fist down on the armrest. “You shouldn’t care why I hate humans. You should ask why I allow them the benefit of living at all.” Pure venom filled her words, and she sneered. “Humans are nothing. They are specks of dust, gone before they even know what to do with themselves. They wear their mortality on their sleeves, as though their pitiful existence is somehow meaningful? As if they have some kind of gods-given right to love, laughter, and joy? They are worthless.”

      She shrieked the last words in my ear, and I flinched back.

      How could she loathe humans to this extent? I didn’t understand where it was coming from. As someone who was human a mere week ago, my stomach cramped for reasons that had nothing to do with the Faerie Wine.

      “What’s so bad about them wanting to live their life to the fullest?” The words were barely more than a whisper, but I knew she heard them because her face drained of all remaining color.

      The blackness of the queen’s hair and dress stood out even more as pure evil emanated off her.

      “There is nothing good about humans.”

      A ferocious snarl as dark as the night slipped from the queen, and I froze. My heart skipped a beat as I stared death in the eyes.

      Sebastian’s wings snapped out of him, and his eyes seemed to say, I’ve got you, but I couldn’t move. I couldn’t think.

      Queen Marguerite was holding a wooden stake, and she despised me.

      “Humans will pretend to love you, to give you their heart, but at the first possible moment, they will betray you.” The queen’s knuckles were white around the stake, and she pounded the weapon on the side of the throne. “They will sell you to your enemy for nothing more than the promise of a few temporary riches. To say humans are worth less than insects would be an insult to insects everywhere. I abhor them.”

      Centuries-old hurt and betrayal shone through the queen’s eyes. Before I could say anything, her face hardened, and she pointed the stake directly at me.

      “And you.” Pure contempt dripped from her words. “You have been a vampire for less time than some Favorites have spent in my bed. Do you somehow think you are better than humans, just because my son has given you his blood? You are a worthless beetle, little girl. I could squash you in a second if I wanted to.”

      As if to prove her point, shadows slipped from her hand, wrapping around my neck and slowly tightening.

      “I would be careful if I were you.” She leaned towards me, raising a brow. “Who knows what dangers you might encounter during the hunt?”

      My head pounded from the wine, and I shuddered at the unveiled threat. “Your Majesty, perhaps if I could assure you of my pure intentions—”

      “You cannot,” she snapped. “I have suffered enough of your presence this evening, Fledgling.” Waving a hand in the air, Queen Marguerite’s shadows left my neck and Sebastian’s gag dissolved. “Get out of my sight, you two. Dance. Be merry.”

      The way she said the word, it sounded like a curse.

      My husband was halfway to me when the queen held up a hand.

      He stopped immediately.

      “Oh, and Sebastian?” the queen said. “Tell your wife if she talks back to me again, it will not matter who she is to you or whatever kind of ridiculous feelings you harbor for each other. I will rip out her throat and drain her dry before she can even think of begging for my forgiveness.”

      She waved her hand and the shadows blocking us from the dancing crowd disappeared. I shivered as Sebastian led me into the fray, holding me tight against him. The combination of the Faerie Wine, my throbbing head, swirling stomach, and the queen’s malice was like the worst hangover imaginable.

      “I don’t feel so good,” I moaned.

      Sebastian held me close to him, his grip firm, as though he needed to be touching me as much as I needed him. “Just hold on to me,” he whispered, brushing his lips over my head before tightening his embrace. “It’ll be over soon.”

      I sighed, pressing my head into his tunic as I released my wings from my back. They fanned out behind me, providing us some privacy.

      We swayed to the music, hidden in a cocoon of our own making.

      After that, no more words passed between us. Sebastian held me far closer than propriety would usually allow, his large hand splayed at the base of my spine.

      Dancing and Faerie Wine did not mix. My stomach refused to settle, and my breaths were ragged as I replayed my conversation with the queen until I had committed every single word to memory.

      Hours passed. Sebastian never let me go, holding me by his side as the effects of the wine slowly wore off. My shadows itched beneath my skin, desperate to get out, but I held them in.

      Nothing about this space felt safe—and that was saying something, considering how dangerous Eleyta was as a whole. I didn’t bother asking Sebastian if we could leave.

      I knew the answer.

      We were stuck here until Queen Marguerite decided this so-called opening ceremony ended.

      No one spoke to us, but their stares were as heavy as the wings on my back as we danced the night away. The burn in my feet became an ache, which gave way to painful numbness.

      At least it was a distraction from the plethora of aromas assaulting me from all sides. My blood-red dress felt like it was made of lead as the violins began the umpteenth waltz, my heart pounded, and sweat ran down my back from the exertion of endless dances.

      Sebastian barely showed any signs of exhaustion, but I wanted nothing more than to fall into bed and go to sleep. The only good thing about tonight was that my brother’s name never crossed the queen’s lips.

      When the first rays of dawn painted the sky, I sighed in relief. The orchestra stopped playing, and Queen Marguerite stood. The stake was out of sight, but there was a telltale bulge in the pocket of her gown.

      I stared at it as she spoke.

      “Lords and ladies of Eleyta, thank you for gathering on this fine evening to celebrate the commencement of my games. Return to your chambers and rest, because tomorrow, my tournament will begin!”

      The crowd cheered, but I pinched my lips shut. Nothing about the coming tournament was worthy of cheer. At least not for me. The queen’s lips twisted into a bitter, evil smile, and then she disappeared into a cloud of shadows.

      As soon as she was gone, it was like I could breathe for the first time all night.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Sebastian said. I nodded, pressing my face against his chest. I had nothing left. The Faerie Wine had worn off, leaving me exhausted.

      His shadows enveloped us, drawing us through the Void. When we returned to our bedroom, I collapsed on the bed as he moved around the room, creating wards.

      I made a mental note to ask him about those—I wanted to know how to make my own as well. Another time, perhaps. Preferably when I wasn’t so tired.

      “Are you alright?” he asked, coming to sit next to me.

      Was I alright?

      No.

      Nothing about tonight had been anywhere close to alright. If I’d been worried about the tournament before, now I was sick to my stomach about it.

      “Luna?”

      I blinked, staring up at Sebastian. “I’m… alive.”

      He nodded, seeming to realize how exhausted I was. Instead of pushing me further, he offered me his wrist.

      I drank, filling my stomach with something other than that horrible drink, before moving through my nighttime routine. The moment my head hit the pillow, sleep drew me under.

      Nightmares of Faerie Wine and deadly queens haunted me.
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      A steady thumping came from the door. It drew me from my sleep, and I glanced at the clock, groaning. It was early in the evening, and the sun had barely set.

      The knocking continued. Glancing at my still-sleeping wife, I mentally cursed at whoever was making that sound. This had better be important. Drawing on a pair of trousers, I shrugged into a shirt and shadowed over to the door, wrenching it open.

      Phyrra stood in the hallway. She bounced on the balls of her feet, one arm holding a bundle to her chest while her fist was raised to knock again.

      “What do you have to report?” I asked.

      “I cracked the code.” She tapped her free hand against her thigh. “I know where the halfling is.”

      Relief flooded through me, and I exhaled, running my hand over my face. Keeping her voice low, Phyrra quickly showed me the deciphered note. It was a mess of scribbles and crossed out words, the story quickly replaced with an urgent message to abduct the halfling.

      “Take him to the Broken Mountains,” I read the last line out loud, my stomach sinking. “Shit.”

      Entering the mountain range was almost certain death. Hundreds of vampires had been lost in them over the years, frozen in place until the deadly rays of sun touched their skin, burning them alive.

      Phyrra nodded. “It’s bad.”

      “You’ll go?”

      “Of course.”

      Gratitude filled me. “Be careful. You know it’s dangerous.”

      Phyrra smirked. “Danger is practically my middle name, Bastian. Don’t worry, I’ll be careful. Rhain found one of the halfling’s tunics when he swept through the summerhouse. I’ll bring it and a tracking dog with me.”

      My shadows itched beneath my skin. “I would go, but—”

      “The tournament,” Phyrra finished for me. “I know.”

      If there was anyone I wanted to go in my stead, it was her. She was a warrior and a strong fighter.

      I had my own battles.

      Phyrra held up the bundle and threw it at me. “These are from a servant I intercepted on my way up.” Withdrawing a small piece of paper from her pocket, she handed it to me. “This too.”

      Within a few minutes, Phyrra said her goodbyes. She was religious—far more than me—and she was going to stop and make an offering to Isvana before going north.

      “This is a good thing.” She clapped me on the shoulder. “We’ll find him.”

      I should have been overjoyed—Luna’s brother was alive, and we knew where he was—but instead, an ominous knot of dread was coiling in my stomach, tightening more and more with every passing moment. Rustling came from the room, and quiet footsteps padded on the floor as Luna went into the bathing room.

      The knot only intensified after I read the note.

      
        
        The hunt begins in thirty minutes on the edge of the Dead Forest.

        Late arrivals will not be tolerated.

        - QM

      

      

      The signature was superfluous and unnecessary. No one else in Eleyta would dare send something like this to me. A quick perusal of the bundle revealed it contained two tunics, trousers, and knee-high boots. I brought them into the room, dropping them on the desk just as Luna walked out of the bathing room, braiding her damp hair into a braid.

      “Who was at the door?” she asked.

      At that moment, I made the split-second decision not to tell Luna about Marius just yet. I wasn’t entirely sure what this hunt would entail, but I knew we needed to concentrate.

      After the first trial, I would tell her.

      “Mother sent these,” was my answer as I danced around the question, holding out the clothes. I didn’t want to lie to Luna, and I hoped she wouldn’t press the issue. “We have thirty minutes before the first game begins.”

      Already, the faint sounds of cheering were filtering through the thick castle walls.

      Three rounds. One fight to the death. When it was over, I would never make another promise to the queen again.

      Isvana must have been smiling down upon me, because Luna got dressed without questioning me further. She cast nervous glances at the window, as if she could see into the Dead Forest from here.

      The atmosphere was heavy, and neither the kisses I showered on her nor our quick breakfast helped.

      Too soon, it was time to go.
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        * * *

      

      Standing next to the queen on a raised wooden platform, General Triboulet’s eyes gleamed as he looked over the gathered competitors.

      “The rules are simple,” he said. “Once the hunt begins, each pair has until dawn to return to Castle Sanguis with a prize in hand. Win, and you will move on to compete in the second game.” The general’s voice deepened, and he looked down at us, a glint in his eye. “Fail, and death shall be yours.”

      The gathered crowd gasped, their shock quickly giving way to excited chattering. Everyone seemed thrilled by these stakes, including some of the fifty competitors who currently stood alongside us. There were twenty-five pairs, more than half of which comprised vampires. Others included fae, various shifters, and witches.

      Luna and I stood hand in hand at the very front of the group. Although my wife was shorter than most of our fellow competitors, she stood tall.

      I was so proud of her. Mother hadn’t stopped staring at us, but Luna did not wither under the queen’s scrutiny. She was strong, this wife of mine.

      I wasn’t overly concerned about tonight’s game. Hunting was easy, and it was in my blood. I had been doing it for the past three centuries, and I felt certain we would finish the task in plenty of time.

      Once we were back in the safety of our own rooms, I would tell Luna about Marius. Perhaps luck would be on our side, and Phyrra would be back with him before the night was over.

      It was unlikely, though.

      The Broken Mountains were notoriously deadly. Filled with dangerous, narrow passes, and ferocious animals, the mountains were an excellent place to hide someone you didn’t want found. Most people wouldn’t even dare to enter them, but Phyrra wasn’t most people.

      She was the best of the best. If anyone could find Marius quickly, it would be her.

      “Are you ready to be entertained?” General Triboulet shouted to the crowd.

      They cheered, raising their fists in the air.

      The general cocked his head and met the eye of a vampire standing nearby. “Bring them in,” he commanded.

      The vampire, a soldier I recognized as one who worked closely with Triboulet, disappeared in a cloud of shadows.

      Silence fell as anticipation grew. Every whistle of the wind, every shaking leaf, every crunch of snow was amplified as we waited.

      Luna’s hand tightened around mine, and the shadows pulsed with a steady beat in my veins.

      The vampire returned a few minutes later, but he was no longer alone. Three others joined him, all four dressed in the queen’s livery. They formed a circle of sorts, standing around a group of two dozen ragged humans huddled together.

      None of the vampires were armed, but that wasn’t a surprise.

      What were a few humans against beings whose bodies were built for death?

      The humans hugged each other, their whimpers filling the air as they looked around with wide eyes. The scent of fear leaked off them like a bitter perfume until it was the only thing I could smell. They were in terrible shape, and the sound of their discomfort was all I could hear. Moans and wails rose from their small group, interspersed by the sounds of throwing up. Their clothing was far from adequate for the winter weather, and many of them were already showing signs of freezing.

      Luna sucked in a sharp breath. “What is going on?”

      General Triboulet chose that moment to speak. “Vampires and guests of Eleyta. May I present… the prey.”

      “What?” Luna whimpered.

      A solid stone formed in my stomach. This would be a problem. Damn it all to hell. I should have known Mother would pull something like this.

      “We’re hunting them?” Luna asked, her voice barely a whisper. “I don’t… I can’t…”

      In reply, I wrapped my arm around her, holding her tightly against me. “Shh. We will figure something out,” I murmured. “I promise.”

      Somehow.

      What was Mother thinking? To have us compete in a game was one thing, but this… Killing a human would break my wife. Did she know that? Did she care?

      “Lords and ladies of Eleyta.” Queen Marguerite walked to the edge of the platform, her voice booming over the crowd and drowning out the wails coming from where the humans were gathered. “Honored guests from around the Four Kingdoms and beyond. I am incredibly delighted to inform you that tonight, you have the rare opportunity to witness a time-honored tradition among vampire kind.”

      She raised a hand, and a swath of shadows left her palm, spinning around the rag-tag group.

      “When Isvana first created her moon-blessed children, she gave them free rein to hunt wherever they pleased.”

      “No!” one of the humans screamed, their words ending in a choked cry as a shadow gag appeared around their mouth.

      Luna made a sound of horror, and I drew her against me. Clenching my jaw so hard it could have broken teeth, I seethed at the situation the queen was putting us in.

      “Hunting is the gift of the vampire.” Queen Marguerite grinned maliciously, her fangs gleaming in the moonlight. “Those of you who are not blessed by Isvana might find the hunt a little more… challenging. Nevertheless, each competitor was chosen for their strength, stamina, and ability. All of you are equipped with the proper skills for this tournament.”

      Bram, one of the raven shifters standing near us who guarded Castle Sanguis, raised a trembling hand in the air. “Your Majesty?”

      The queen turned to him. “Go ahead.”

      “These humans… they’re… are they…”

      “What about them?” she snapped, her voice as cold as the snow falling from the sky.

      The shifter swallowed. “Are they—”

      “They are criminals,” Queen Marguerite said even as one of the mortals cried out, “We’re not!”

      In response, Mother waved her hands. Matching gags made of shadows silenced the humans. Tears ran down many of their faces and they shook their heads in despair. Even with the gags, their wails were still audible.

      I would have nightmares about that sound for years.

      “I’m going to throw up,” Luna moaned.

      “Pay them no heed,” Queen Marguerite proclaimed. “They have wronged me, and this is their punishment.”

      “Of course.” Bram dipped into a low bow. “My apologies, Your Majesty.”

      Her entire countenance hardened, and her voice was icy. “Does anyone else have any other questions?”

      There were none.

      Queen Marguerite smiled. “Good. It seems you all remember how to act around your queen.”

      Though she spoke to everyone, it seemed like she directed her words at me.

      Many people with far less power than I would consider this act extraordinarily close to treason.

      Was this all an elaborate test?

      The queen took a step back, and the gags dissolved as General Triboulet took her place.

      “Never let it be said that Her Majesty isn’t fair.” The vampire grinned, raising his voice to be heard over the cries. “Not only will she be giving the humans a head start, but shadowing is against the rules. After all, it is a game.” He smirked. “Release the prey!”

      Immediately, the four guards stepped back.

      At first, none of the humans did anything. They remained in their huddle, staring blankly at us.

      Then a redheaded stood. His eyes were wide as he yelled, “Come on!” He darted away from the group and ran into the forest.

      My shadows pounded in my veins at the sight.

      Ferocious snarls came from all around us. My fangs ached as another human ran into the forest. Then a third. Soon, they were all running, leaving trails of acrid fear behind them.

      They should have known better than to run.

      Vampires loved to hunt.

      Next to me, Luna stiffened. Wings burst out of her back and she lurched forward. I snatched her arm before she could move, holding her tight against me as bloodlust pounded through the Binding Mark.

      Shit.

      It had been so long since my own Making, I had forgotten what the instigation of a hunt could do to a Fledgling.

      “Let me go,” she snarled, her voice sounding garbled.

      “No,” I hissed, tightening my grip.

      I glanced up to see Mother eyeing us carefully. The corner of her lip twitched, and I realized this was her plan all along. She wanted Luna to lose control and kill all those humans before daybreak. Why? To prove she could ruin anyone, including my wife?

      I refused to let her win.

      Seconds ticked by as the humans escaped.

      They were not quiet as they fled.

      Luna twisted in my grip, trying to get free.

      Tension grew, and the watching crowd chattered.

      Finally, General Triboulet clapped his hands. “Let the hunt begin!”

      A horn sounded, and the other pairs took off, running into the forest. Soon, Luna and I were the only ones remaining. She fought against my grip, growling like a wild animal, but I refused to let her go.

      A pulsing ache flashed through my mind, and instinctively, I looked at the queen.

      She slammed her fist on the railing and mouthed, you promised.

      The summons worsened, and Luna screamed.

      I couldn’t let her be in pain. Hating myself for ever giving Queen Marguerite such a hold over me, I shuddered and pulled Luna after me into the forest. As soon as we moved, the summons ended.

      The woods were thick with overgrowth, and it was darker than it had been before. Black tainted the trunks, and thick vines of the same color wove around the trees.

      We were the only hunters in sight.

      Gripping Luna’s arm tightly, I led her deep into the forest. She pulled against me, snarling and thrashing and practically foaming at the mouth. Her wings flapped furiously as she fought me.

      She was strong, but I was older and more powerful. Not to mention, I had stubbornness on my side. I would not let Luna give into the bloodlust.

      “Let me go!” she insisted, her voice far deeper than normal.

      “No.” Drawing her near, I wrapped my arms around her. “I won’t let you hurt them.”

      I wasn’t sure what we were going to do, but I knew killing a human wasn’t an option.

      Luna tried to wrestle her arm from my grip. “I’m hungry!”

      “You’re not. You ate before we left,” was my attempt to reason with her.

      In reply, she grappled with me, slamming me against a tree. Her fangs glimmered as she growled threateningly.

      “Go ahead,” I dared her. “Bite me.”

      Luna didn’t waste a moment. She lurched forward, her fangs piercing my skin. This bite wasn’t kind, nor was it reminiscent of our time at the hot spring. It was pure hunger, fueled by the curse of the night running through our veins.

      She tore into my neck, drinking greedily. I let her take as much as she needed. Better me than a human. She’d never forgive herself, even if it was natural for vampires to yearn for and enjoy the hunt.

      Unbidden, a memory rose from the recesses of my memory as Luna drank from my neck.

      “Good boy.” Queen Marguerite patted my cheek as I dropped another lifeless body onto the ground. “How do you feel?”

      I stared at the corpse at my feet, drawing in a deep breath. My fangs felt strange, but at least the thirst was gone. “I’m not hungry anymore.”

      “Well, my son, that’s not a surprise.” She laughed. “I must admit, I hadn’t expected your appetite to be quite so… voracious.”

      Cold ran through my veins. “My Queen?”

      “Don’t worry.” My Maker lifted a shoulder. “They were humans. Their lives were practically over the moment they were born. You just helped them along to their miserable end.”

      My brows furrowed. “But—”

      “No ‘buts’.” She took my hand as though I were a child. “Come. You must be tired after your first Feed.”

      Now that she mentioned it, I was exhausted. Walking on too-silent feet, I followed her into the night.

      The sun was rising, and I was leaving everything I ever knew behind. I wasn’t sure what made me look back, but when I did, my stomach dropped.

      Dozens of bodies were strewn about like broken twigs after a storm. Blood was everywhere, and the scent of death filled my nose. Even now, as I followed the queen, their screams echoed in my mind.

      This was all my fault.

      After that first night, guilt and shame had haunted me for decades. I refused to let Luna experience those emotions if I could help it. The commander had deserved his fate.

      The others though…

      They didn’t.

      Murderer, someone had once called me.

      They were right.

      She drank, and I waited patiently until she pulled away, panting. My neck was sore, but within moments, my skin tingled as it stitched itself back together.

      “Princess?” I asked hesitantly.

      She snarled, her wide eyes filled with darkness as shadows leaked out of her. To anyone else, she would have been the picture of death. To me, she was my wife. My love. Even like this, lost in the depths of bloodlust, Luna was mine.

      My dark angel.

      Keeping one arm locked around Luna, I reached up and pressed the back of her neck, gently moving her head until our foreheads met. “Look at me, darling.”

      She trembled in my arms, and a blood-curdling scream rose from somewhere else in the moonlit forest, but I ignored it.

      Pushing as much peace and calm through to her as I could manage through the Binding Mark, I called her name again and again. I had vowed not to Persuade her, but using our Binding was different. I needed to reach her, to break her out of this bloodlust.

      A victorious cry rose through the blackened trees somewhere on my right.

      Luna growled, gnashing her teeth.

      Bring my wife back, I begged Isvana. Please.

      Taking a deep breath, I focused on Luna, pushing calming emotions and thoughts through to her. More, more, more, until it felt like I had nothing left to give.

      Still, I pushed.

      Shadows swarmed, and magic pounded in my veins. Even so, I kept trying.

      Every single moment felt like an hour, but finally, there was a shift.

      Luna stopped snarling. Her muscles relaxed, and her wings dissolved into her back.

      She gasped, falling limp in my arms.

      “Sebastian?” she whispered, her voice cracking.

      Thank Isvana. I hugged Luna, relief flooding me. “Yes, my love. I’m here.”

      She exhaled shakily before raising wide eyes to mine. Lifting a trembling hand, she ran it over my neck. “I bit you.” Horror laced her words as a blood-red tear ran down her cheek. “I… I hurt you?”

      “I’m fine,” I assured her. “It’s barely a scratch.”

      “No,” she whispered. “I’m a monster.”

      I shook my head. “You’re not—”

      “I am.” Sorrow laced Luna’s words, piercing my chest like a wooden stake. “I wasn’t even aware I was—”

      “Stop. You are not a monster.” I kissed her. “You’re mine.”

    

  







            The Hunt is On

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






LUNA

        

      

    

    
      I hurt Sebastian. He could deny it all he wanted, but I distinctly recalled tearing into his neck and drinking his blood mere moments ago.

      A monster.

      “You’re sure you’re okay?” I asked, a tremor running through me.

      He smirked, although the expression didn’t quite make it to his eyes. “I promise, Luna, I’m fine.”

      A scream came from nearby, a stark reminder of why we were here.

      The queen’s hunt.

      Gods, the very thought of this… I could barely believe this was my life.

      Groaning, I ran my hand over my face. “What are we going to do? I don’t want to… we can’t… killing those humans is wrong.”

      This hunt was the exact reason humans feared vampires.

      Sebastian grimaced, drawing his wings into himself. “I know. But we can’t stay here.”

      Because the sun would inevitably rise, and if we were still outside, it would be our death.

      Not an option.

      Gnawing on my lip, I paced in a circle. It wasn’t very effective, since the thick overgrowth put a damper on my movements, but it helped a bit. At least when I moved, I could think.

      After a minute, I glanced up at Sebastian. “What if we… trap one of them? Do you think it’s possible?”

      He rubbed his temples. “It’s not a bad idea. Mother said we needed to return with a prize. She didn’t specify the humans needed to be dead.”

      “Do you think it’s possible?” I asked, remembering the way the bloodlust had coursed through me. “Can we… can I hunt a human without killing them?”

      Sebastian’s assessing gaze swept over me. “Yes,” he said after a moment. “We can. I have faith in you, Luna.”

      That made one of us. The taste of his blood was still on my lips. But we couldn’t stand here all night.

      “Good.” I nodded, hoping my voice sounded more confident than I felt. “It sounds like a plan. We’ll trap a human and bring them back.” I ran the tip of my tongue over my fang. “There’s just one problem.”

      His brow lifted. “Oh?”

      “Where do we even start?”

      For the first time since we arrived at this cursed trial, my vampire prince smiled. “I think it’s time for another lesson.”

      My own lips twitched in response. I loved lessons and learning and research. Maybe there was a silver lining in this hunt after all.
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        * * *

      

      Sebastian ran through the forest, his long legs eating up the distance as though it was nothing. I followed him—obviously. The last thing we needed was to trigger the Tether in the middle of this horrible trial.

      After running through countless trees and ducking around thick briars and bushes, I asked, “Why are all the trees black?”

      Even though this space was called the Dead Forest, I hadn’t expected it to be so… literal. I hadn’t taken much time to look around the last time we were here, but I didn’t remember it looking so gloomy.

      Sebastian shook his head, slowing until we were running side-by-side. “I don’t know.” He ran his hand over a blackened vine. “This is a recent development. Usually the forest is far more… alive.”

      Unknowns were never good, and the scientist in me had a dozen questions. When did this start? How far did the darkness spread? Were the trees still alive or was the rot destroying the forest? Was this linked to the illness plaguing Marius and the human villagers in northern Eleyta?

      Now that was something worth exploring. I slowed, intent on harvesting a blackened piece of bark for research, when Sebastian swerved quickly to the right. His speed increased, and I had to abandon my quest for bark in lieu of keeping up with my husband.

      If we had been running before, now we were downright sprinting. I thought my lungs would burst at the increased effort, but I barely felt the strain on my muscles.

      With a glance behind him to ensure I was still following, Sebastian ran toward a fallen log dusted in snow. Standing, the tree must have been one of the largest in the entire forest. Even resting on its side, it was enormous.

      Sebastian laughed as he jumped, sailing through the air with ease. His feet didn’t even touch the fallen log, and he landed in a crouch on the snow-covered ground. “Your turn, Luna.”

      I eyed the obstacle before me. “It’s huge.”

      “Trust me. You can do this.”

      Hoping he was right about my athletic abilities—which were, until the day I was Made, entirely non-existent—I took a running jump and…

      My legs pumped, eating up air as I practically flew over the fallen obstacle. My movements lacked his grace, but I made it, my feet only faltering slightly as I landed on solid ground once more. A flutter erupted in my stomach, and my lips twitched. That was almost… fun. After the bloodlust from earlier, that was a pleasant surprise.

      Once more, we ran. This time, it was more enjoyable. I caught myself smiling a few times as we leaped over more obstacles, swerved around trees and jumped over bushes.

      Sebastian led me deeper into the Dead Forest and we moved at a speed that I would never have been able to achieve as a human. The occasional scream punctuated our footfalls, and I lost track of time as we ran down the moonlit paths.

      Eventually, Sebastian held up a hand, coming to an abrupt—but graceful—halt.

      I slowed, unable to stop so smoothly, and grabbed onto him to help facilitate my efforts to slow down. “Why did we stop?”

      He canted his head, tapping his hand on his thigh, before he spoke. “It’s time for the next part of your lesson. Scent the air.”

      Sebastian’s teaching style certainly left something to be desired. He was patient, but he seemed to prefer a hands-on approach more than anything else.

      I sniffed but didn’t smell anything in particular. My nose wrinkled, and I turned to him. “What am I looking for?”

      “You’ll recognize it when you smell it,” he said mysteriously. “Try again, love.”

      I tried again, but other than the scent of pine and crisp snow, I didn’t smell anything. A frustrated huff escaped me as my shadows throbbed in my veins. “I can’t—”

      Sebastian closed the distance between us, holding my hand. “Breathe, Luna. Close your eyes and focus on the air.”

      Doing as he asked, I inhaled deeply.

      It took a moment, and I had to force my mind to stop thinking about other things, but something shifted.

      The scents of the forest slammed into me all at once, nearly bowling me over in their intensity. The cool crispness of snow. The sharp, almost too-much scent of pine. Animals—hundreds of them, some as small as my hand, others much larger—reached my nose next.

      But underneath all of that was something else.

      Something strong.

      Something that sang to the creature of the night within me.

      My nose twitched.

      “What do you smell?” He held my hand, his thumb rubbing soothing circles on my palm.

      Sniffing again, I paused. The scent tinged at something deep within me, and I instinctively knew what it was. “I smell… fear.” I looked at him. “Is that possible?”

      Sebastian nodded. “Absolutely. Where is it coming from?”

      The frozen ground crunched beneath my feet as I turned in a slow circle until the scent of sweat and fear was so strong, it threatened to overwhelm my senses. The darkness within me pulsed in time with the shadows in my veins, urging me forward.

      Tightening my grip on Sebastian’s hand, I pointed in the scent’s direction with my free hand. “This way.”

      Sebastian smiled. “Good job,” he praised.

      Every single part of me warmed at the tone of his voice.

      “We will not kill them, right?” I trembled. “I really can’t do that.”

      “We won’t,” he said. “I’ve been thinking it over, and I’m certain that returning with one human is all we need to do. The queen did not specify whether they needed to be dead or alive.” The truth of his words was reflected in his expression. “I promise.”

      A scream rose somewhere in the forest, and I shivered. We couldn’t stand here all night. The moon was high, but we would inevitably run out of time. Many things in this world could not be trusted, but the rising of the sun was like clockwork, occurring each day whether we wanted it to or not.

      Sebastian pecked me on the cheek and squeezed my hand. “Lead the way, Princess.”

      Now that I knew what smells I was looking for, it was easy to keep them in mind as I guided us through the Dead Forest. Sebastian showed me how to release the shadows from my veins, and we used them to mask our movements through the forest.

      Moving with the silent skill of deadly predators, we stalked our prey. The scent of fear grew stronger with every quiet step, until that unknown part of me pulsed with delight.

      We were close.

      I forced myself to remember the skills Sebastian had taught me. Mind over matter. I would not give into the bloodlust once more.

      The occasional creaking of trees as the blustery, wintery wind of this frigid north blew past was the only sound as I led us toward our prey. Whether I was used to it or not, here I was, stalking a human in the woods. I hated that this was my life. Hated that I had to search for someone in the forest.

      Most of all, I hated that Queen Marguerite had left us no choice.
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        * * *

      

      Night itself writhed in my veins and my fangs ached as I hunted. Soon, the fear was so potent, it was the only thing I could smell. An awareness prickled through me, and I felt them.

      Humans—more than one—were nearby. Racing hearts, cold sweat, and frigid, bitter fright slammed into me all at once.

      I stopped, pressing my nails into my hands.

      Breathe.

      My fangs ached and that deep, dark urge within me danced in delight, but I forced it down.

      I would not let the bloodlust rule me.

      Breathe.

      I was a predator, but I would not be a killer.

      “Tell me what you’re thinking, Luna.” Sebastian’s hand landed on my shoulder, his grip firm. He was a solid rock, and I leaned against him, already feeling more in control.

      “They’re close,” I whispered. My voice echoed in the too-silent forest.

      “They are.” His voice was equal parts commanding and concerned as he looked me over. “How do you feel?”

      The queen could force me to be a hunter, but I was not a murderer. I unfurled my hands, noting the half-moons etched into my skin. “I’m going to be okay.”

      He studied me intently before nodding firmly. “Yes, you are.”

      It sounded like he was talking about more than just this hunt. I hoped so.

      Sebastian took my hand in his, and together, we walked towards the humans. It wasn’t hard—their scent was even more overpowering than the queen’s rosewater perfume had been the night before.

      We rounded a blackened tree, and there they were.

      Three terrified humans huddled together beneath the snow-laden boughs of a massive pine tree, holding long, broken wooden branches. The makeshift weapons boasted jagged edges, and the hands holding them trembled violently.

      They were young, around my age, and tears streaked their dirty faces. Tiny cuts and lacerations covered their exposed skin, and rivulets of sweat darkened their clothes. One of them had lost her shoes, and all three looked as though they hadn’t eaten for a week.

      My stomach turned at the sight of them. What kind of game was this? These people were barely alive. Queen Marguerite said they were criminals, but there was no way these people were what she had described. I would stake my life on the fact that the queen had lied. They looked like they couldn’t even hurt a fly, despite the threatening appearance they were attempting to put on.

      One of them, whose dirty blond hair had seen better days, reeked of terror. He gulped, holding up his snapped branch and took a step toward us.

      “Don’t come any closer.” He jabbed the weapon uselessly in our direction. “We know what you are, and we won’t hesitate to plunge these stakes into your hearts.”

      His bravery was commendable.

      Foolish, but commendable.

      Several emotions warred within me, and I was torn between laughing and crying. I had seen Sebastian kill a temple full of vampires far stronger than these three humans, and he’d been armed with a single stake.

      A trio of feeble, starving youths could never stop him.

      Still, we had a plan.

      Sebastian stepped forward, shadows swirling around him as he raised his hands in the universal symbol of, I mean you no harm.

      The humans narrowed their eyes and glared at us, their disbelief evident on their faces. I didn’t blame them for their reaction.

      Sebastian was frightening on a good day. Not only was he tall and muscular, but the stunning, deadly beauty of his form made him even more imposing. He truly was a master predator, built for death and destruction, and these humans were his natural prey.

      Our natural prey.

      A snarl threatened to rumble out of me, but I tamped it down.

      Breathe.

      I was better than this.

      Better than the ache in my fangs and the hunger in my belly. Sebastian and I were Tethered. I didn’t need them.

      Again and again, I reminded my lungs to function. To help me get through this. Mind over matter was extremely difficult during a hunt.

      “We don’t want to hurt you,” Sebastian said.

      The blond snorted. “You’re gods-damned vampires. Hurting is all you people do.” He stepped closer, brandishing his stake. “Our parents died at the hands of vampires.”

      The youngest girl burst into tears. “They were taken from us.” Her long brown hair was swept into a messy ponytail behind her, and it bobbed as her shoulders shook. “Just last week, they were alive. And now, they’re dead.”

      “Shut up, Abigail,” the third one said. Her voice was sharper, and it wasn’t difficult to see she was the oldest of the three. “Don’t tell these vampires anything. They’re going to kill us.”

      “We’re not going to kill you,” Sebastian refuted her claim patiently. “I just said that.”

      “Why should we believe you?” Abigail asked through the curtain of her tears.

      I found my voice. “We really don’t want to harm any of you.”

      The oldest sister sneered. “That’s ironic, coming from you. All vampires do is kill.”

      “Most vampires,” I corrected, thinking of the people in Rivin. “Not all.”

      “A likely story,” the eldest snapped.

      “Quiet!” her brother yelled. He eyed us carefully, his gaze shrewd. “Why should we trust you?”

      “You don’t really have a choice.” Stepping towards Sebastian, I reached within myself and pulled on a dark part of my magic instinctively. It jumped at my touch, coming to my fingertips quickly. My voice was calm and soothing, like a gentle, cooling breeze in the midst of a thunderstorm. “We will not hurt you.”

      The words did something to the humans. Wide-eyed, they stared at us.

      “You need to trust us.” I pulled on more of that magic.

      After a moment’s hesitation, they lowered their weapons.

      “What—” the eldest started.

      “We won’t hurt you.” My words were lyrical as the wind carried them to the mortals’ ears. “Put the weapons on the ground.”

      Again and again, I spoke calming words. It helped me, too. With every pull on my dark magic, the urge to bite the humans diminished.

      Abigail’s fingers loosened on the weapon. “The vampire will not hurt us,” she said, as though she was entranced.

      A moment later, her stake dropped unceremoniously to the ground.

      I asked the other two to drop their weapons.

      The blond looked between Sebastian and me, trepidation and distrust evident on his face, but he dropped his stake next.

      The eldest was the last to follow suit.

      A rush of giddiness surged through me. I wasn’t sure how I was doing it, but I was Persuading them.

      “Good,” I whispered, continuing to pull on whatever dark magic was allowing me to do this. “Now, why don’t we introduce ourselves? My name is Luna, and this is my husband, Sebastian.”

      They gaped at us but did not interrupt.

      “What are your names?” I maintained that same song-like tone.

      “I’m Trevor, and this is Belladonna,” the blond said, gesturing to the eldest among them. He pointed to the youngest. “You’ve met Abigail.”

      Trevor’s voice shook and the three of them still eyed us with suspicion, despite the Persuasion. I supposed I couldn’t blame them. They had no reason to trust us. As far as they knew, I was just like all the other vampires they’d ever met. Little did they know I, like them, held little love for vampires other than the one standing by my side.

      Bitter fear still came off them in waves, and tremors ran through their bodies as they faced us. Honestly, the fact the trio was still standing was a testament to their strength and resilience.

      “Listen to me.” I pulled on more Persuasion. “We don’t want to hurt you, but we can’t stay here.”

      The night was almost over.

      “I know you have no reason to trust us, but we didn’t sign up for this hunt,” Sebastian added. “We are victims of this game as well.”

      “You think we signed up for this?” Belladonna spat, a glob of saliva landing on the ground a few feet away from us. “We were abducted after our parents were killed, kept in cages for a week like animals, then shadowed here. Do you think we haven’t heard the screams all night? The sounds of death? We know what is happening here, vampire.”

      Loathing was written across her face.

      I didn’t blame her for that, either. I would hate me, too.

      “You’re right,” I said slowly. “This is a hunt and we’re sorry you got roped into this. But if you listen to us, there’s a chance all five of us can make it through this night alive. If we leave you, there’s no telling who will come across you next.” Glancing at Sebastian, I squeezed his hand. “Chances are the next hunters will not be as kind as the two of us.”

      The siblings exchanged a nervous glance.

      “Why don’t the three of you talk it over?” I pulled on Sebastian’s arm, drawing him a short distance away from the trio. “We’ll wait over here.”

      I didn’t want to Persuade them to come with us. Forcing them to come against their will would be wrong, and I didn’t want any part in that.

      Sebastian hugged me, his hand rubbing my back. “You did such a good job, Luna,” he whispered against my hair. “I’m so proud of you.” He squeezed my hip. “How did you know to Persuade them?”

      “I didn’t,” I admitted. “It just… came to me. I wasn’t even sure it would work. I don’t feel confident in it and would probably like to practice more, but it is what it is.”

      Before I could embark on further ramblings, he kissed me. “You were wonderful.”

      We broke apart quickly, glancing over at the humans. They were still talking, the three of them gesticulating wildly as they argued.

      “What do you think they’ll say?” I asked.

      Sebastian frowned, running a hand through his hair. “I don’t know. If they don’t agree, we will have to think of something else.” He glanced at the sky, where the first rays of dawn were already pushing away the heaviness of the night. “We don’t have long before the sun rises.”

      I bit my lip. “I don’t want to rush them.”

      “We have a few minutes.” Sebastian drew in a deep breath, cupping my cheek. “There’s something I have to tell you.”

      His voice sounded strange, and I pulled away from his chest as worry knotted my stomach. “What is it?”

      It was probably bad news. It always seemed to be bad news, where I was concerned. Statistically, that seemed improbable, but here we were.

      A happy, go-lucky girl, I was not.

      Bad luck followed me wherever I went.

      “Did you hear me, Luna?”

      I blinked, drawing myself out of my mind. “I’m sorry, I—”

      He smiled softly, squeezing my fingers. “It’s okay. Marius—”

      I gasped. “Is he dead?” Horror ran through me. Why was he telling me this now? “Did they—”

      “No.” He shook his head. “Rhain found a clue and Phyrra has gone to look for him in the Broken Mountains.”

      I wasn’t sure where those were, but it didn’t really matter.

      This was good news. Only…

      “When did you find out about this?” I asked, suspicion leaking into my tone. Obviously, Phyrra hadn’t just delivered this news.

      He swallowed. “Before we left,” he admitted.

      “You kept it a secret?” Hurt lanced through me, and my heart twisted in my chest.

      Sebastian winced. “I’m sorry.” He ran a hand down his face. “I just… I didn’t want you to be distracted.”

      That… made sense. The logical part of me understood his reasoning. Still, I couldn’t help but be upset he hadn’t been honest and upfront with me.

      I said as much to him, and he nodded. “I know, and you have every right to be angry with me.” Taking my hands, he kissed my knuckles. “I won’t keep any more secrets from you, Luna. I’m sorry. I… I thought it was the right thing, but when I saw the three humans… I knew I’d made a mistake.”

      His apology sounded so sincere that I accepted it right away. Besides, the most important part was that Marius was alive. He would be okay. He had to be okay.

      Hope sparked in my soul, growing from an ember into a full-blown forest fire in the blink of an eye.

      Hope was funny like that. It picked you up when you were down, infusing you with strength for the time to come. We needed hope. It kept us going when everything else felt like too much.

      We could do this. We could survive this tournament, find my brother, and heal the Wasting Illness. With hope in my heart and the vampire at my side, none of it seemed insurmountable.

      Belladonna cleared her throat, and Sebastian and I turned toward the sound. The humans were holding hands, their faces strained as they looked at us.

      It was Trevor who said, “Alright. We’ll go with you.”
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      The three mortals were anything but stealthy. Every branch they touched snapped, every breath they took echoed in the empty forest, every time their feet touched the ground, snow crunched. Honestly, it was a gods-damned miracle they were still alive when Luna and I found them.

      If it wasn’t for General Triboulet’s ridiculous rules, I could have shadowed us back to the castle and been done with this. Unfortunately, I didn’t dare risk the punishment that might ensue if we broke his directives.

      Instead of shadowing, we ran like mortals. It was all terribly exhausting and demeaning. To say I was irritated was an understatement. I was tired and sore and over this entire tournament already.

      But if our participation in these games proved our loyalty to Mother, if it got her off our backs and let us live in peace, then I would do it.

      I would go to any lengths for Luna.
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        * * *

      

      The looming gray walls of Castle Sanguis were in sight when a moan came from nearby. Instantly, I was on high alert.

      We hadn’t come across any other teams in the forest, and I assumed most of them would be back by now. After all, it was likely that very few of the other hunters had any qualms about the game, and they had probably caught and killed their prey without issue.

      I wasn’t complaining, though. Luna’s moral code was one of the many reasons I loved her. Even though she was no longer mortal, she refused to become a monster. Her goodness was addictive. She wasn’t perfect—no one was—but she made me want to be better.

      Hence the reason I was running through the forest with a trio of humans.

      Another moan, this one louder than the first, came from the left. The raw, primal sounds of suffering echoed within the depths of my soul. I was far too familiar with them, having often been the one who caused them in others.

      When a third moan arose, this one little more than a mournful whimper, Luna halted. “Did you hear that?”

      I nodded, and without exchanging any words, we moved towards the sound.

      The humans were hesitant as they followed us, but they came. Their breaths were small clouds in the frosty night air and their teeth chattered loudly, but we didn’t have any clothes to give them.

      The sooner we got back to Castle Sanguis, the better.

      I scented the air, and instantly, my hackles rose.

      Fresh blood.

      A growl rumbled through my chest, and I drew my shadows around myself. “Let me go first.” I brushed my hand against Luna’s. “Follow behind me with the humans.”

      If it weren’t for the Tether, I wouldn’t let her come at all. Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option. Once she agreed, I pushed through a black thicket into a small clearing.

      A dozen curses ran through my mind, each worse than the last, as the source of the blood came into view.

      A battered and bloody human lay on the ground, writhing in pain. Her breaths were long and ragged, and a vampire’s bite marked her still-bleeding neck.

      One of the siblings in our group wailed, “Oh my gods, I knew this was a bad idea.”

      Snow crunched behind me, and I looked over my shoulder as Luna approached. “That… her arm… it’s…” Her voice trailed off, and she turned, emptying her stomach into a nearby bush.

      “Damn,” I whispered. Even for me, this sight was sickening. Someone had torn the limb straight off, leaving the mortal to die in the wilderness. My stomach twisted at the incredible wrongness of all this.

      A strangled moan came from the injured human.

      She was still alive.

      Luna dropped to her knees, taking the mortal’s bloody hand in hers. “Shh,” she whispered, her fingers tracing the human’s cheeks. “It’s going to be okay.”

      I didn’t correct the lie, even as an icy rage ran through my veins. Hunting the humans was one thing. But this?

      Clenching my fist, I turned and slammed it into the nearest tree. The black trunk shuttered, and then the entire tree splintered, cracking down the middle as I roared.

      This was wrong on so many levels.

      A branch cracked in the forest, and I flung my head to the side. Two figures darted through the shadows. A high-pitched laugh filled the air, and then a pair of gleaming black eyes met mine.

      Vampires.

      A gust of wind carried their scent to me—they reeked of fear and blood. Snarling, I pulled on the dark shadows writhing in my veins. In a heartbeat, I stood in front of the pair. The Tether twinged within me in warning, but I ignored it.

      “Oh, look. It’s the Prince of Darkness.” The taller of the two vampires sneered at me, not even trying to hide the mirth in her voice as she held the severed arm up as a trophy. “Alice and I got to the mortal first, Prince. Go play with your own humans.”

      “I’m not here for that,” I growled.

      These hunters had gone too far. We needed blood, yes, but this? There was nothing natural about this. It was pure psychotic behavior.

      “No? Are the rumors true, then? Have you gone soft? Is that why we’re all here, playing these games?” The vampire turned to her partner. “They say the queen’s paranoia is running rampant, that her prince’s loyalties have shifted—”

      “Enough!” I roared.

      Fear filled the air, but it didn’t belong to the human anymore.

      The duo seemed to remember who they were dealing with.

      Too late.

      My wings burst out of my back in a flurry of shadows, and red-hot anger pulsed through my veins. Grabbing the taller one by her neck, I gave into the feral, primal rage filling me.

      “Lucille!” the shorter one called Alice cried out.

      Pulling back my lips, I snarled once more and lunged forward. The vampire screamed, but her cry ended as I spat the remnants of her neck onto the ground.

      “This was all Lucille’s idea,” Alice said quickly, backing away from me. “She thought it would be funny to leave the dying mortal for the wolves. I told her not to, but she was—”

      “We’re not animals,” I growled, aware this particular situation was horribly ironic.

      “No, we’re not,” Alice agreed quickly. “It was just for fun. A little way to spice up the hunt, that’s all. I’m sure you understand, being the prince and all. Just a splash of fun, a way to liven—”

      Alice’s excuses ended in a bloody gargle as I shadowed over to her, ripping out her throat in one smooth motion.

      “Sebastian!” Luna cried out.

      At the sound of my wife’s alarm, I shadowed back. Luna kneeled on the forest floor, holding the injured mortal to her chest as blood-red tears streaked down her face. “She’s dead.”

      The youngest human sobbed, pressing her face against her brother’s tunic.

      Numbness ran through me.

      There was always so much death around me. It was always death, never life. Was this my penance for Making my wife? Even now, was I never to know true peace and happiness?

      Although, what kind of happiness could a bringer of death expect?

      Luna whispered my name. Her voice pulled me out of my thoughts, and I shook my head. I didn’t have time for this right now. Luna needed me to remain strong and present, so we could get through this tournament in one piece. Later, when we had survived, I could deal with these types of questions.

      For now, I would just shove them into a box deep within my mind.

      Turning toward the trio of siblings, I snarled, “Get out of here! Run to the Indigo Coast. Avoid villages at all costs. Once you get there, summon the merfolk and ask them for help. They’ll bring you to safety.”

      Trevor and his sisters stared at me, and I roared, “Go!”

      Their faces paled, and they took off running as the sky turned a dark purple.

      Luna turned to me, wiping her red tears on her sleeve. “You freed them.”

      “We don’t need them anymore.” Picking up the corpse and cradling it to my body, I waited for Luna to rise to her feet. “Come. Our hunt is over.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We made it back just in time. Without the humans slowing us down, we ran as fast as we could back to Castle Sanguis.

      General Triboulet stood at the castle gate. He smirked when he saw what I carried. “Had some fun, did you?”

      I didn’t bother correcting him. This was better for me, anyway. The more people remembered who I was and what I was capable of, the less likely they would be to come after us.

      Handing the body to the general, I took Luna’s hand and led her through the castle. By the sounds of it, most of the returned hunters were celebrating in the large stateroom at the end of the hall.

      “Prince!” someone called out.

      “Come party with us.”

      “Bring your wife.”

      “Cutting it close.”

      I shuddered. The last thing I wanted to do was bring Luna to a celebration where alcohol ran wild, clothes were scarce, and people were unhinged.

      Even when I didn’t have Luna, I had always hated things like this. Being around other people and putting on a show… it wasn’t me. During those first few decades, I might have enjoyed the prestige of being the queen’s son, but the novelty had quickly worn off.

      After Athena, I saw it for what it all was: a charade.

      Queen Marguerite allowed her subjects to think they had autonomy, but it was all a lie. She was the puppet master running the kingdom. She could put a stop to this in the blink of an eye if she chose.

      The party-goers were still calling out to us, but I ignored them and shadowed us back to our room.

      Luna fell asleep in minutes after showering away the blood tears, but I didn’t find rest so easily. Long after my head hit the pillow, thoughts of the two vampires I’d killed swirled through my mind.

      Lucille had accused me of shifting loyalties, as if that was something to be ashamed of. She was wrong. They might have moved, but now they were grounded, strong, and steady.

      My arms wrapped around Luna, and she sighed, snuggling against me. I had found the person I was always meant to protect.
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              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






LUNA

        

      

    

    
      Scratch-scratch-scratch.

      A strange sound drew me out of my slumber. Stuck in that place between sleeping and waking, I groaned and my head spun. Three nights had passed since the first trial, and we’d gone to bed far too late last night. Judging by my lingering exhaustion, it was still early.

      Too early.

      Thinking the sound might be nothing more than a figment of my imagination, I buried my head back into the pillow.

      It came again. Scratch-scratch-scratch.

      This time, there was no doubt in my mind. That was real.

      My shadows throbbed in my veins, and a warning twinged deep within me as I lifted my head from the pillow.

      Blinking, I looked beside me.

      Sebastian’s side of the bed was empty, but he couldn’t have gone far. The Tether notwithstanding, he had been even more protective than usual since he’d killed those vampires during the “game.” Not that I blamed him, because the queen was terrible. I despised her more with every passing day.

      We hadn’t seen her since the night of the hunt, but she’d sent a Favorite the day after, reminding us of our upcoming participation in the following rounds. If they were anything like the first one, they were going to be awful.

      We’d spent the past few nights in the library. He’d taken various meetings with spies, sending out countless letters and receiving dispatches while I worked silently beside him. My search for Syndra’s plant continued to be fruitless, but I wasn’t giving up.

      Scratch-scratch-scratch.

      My brows furrowed, and I looked around. What was making the sound?

      I lifted the covers, intent on investigating, when chaos erupted.

      Glass shattered, the sharp, piercing sound destroying the quiet of the night.

      A glacial wind tasting of snow and ice slammed into me, engulfing me in its chilly embrace.

      My heart raced in my chest as two figures dressed in black slipped in through the broken window.

      Everything happened in a matter of seconds.

      The taller one threw a small pouch at their companion. “Don’t let the Sunwalker cry out.”

      A scream crawled up my throat, and I scooted backwards on the bed, calling on my shadows.

      The other intruder caught the pouch in midair, reaching inside with a gloved hand. He withdrew a handful of dust and blew it at me.

      It was black, and it… sparkled.

      Before I could even question why the dust shimmered, it hit me. I gasped, my back arching before I collapsed onto the bed.

      It was like someone had slammed a wall down on top of me. The dark song of my shadows disappeared completely. My fangs ached and burned. And my skin.

      My. Skin.

      The sparkly dust covered me from head to toe. Everywhere it touched, burning, coursing, searing fire ran through me.

      Tears ran down my face, and I writhed. “Hel—”

      A glove landed on my mouth, silencing my cry. I tried to bite them, but another hand went to my chin, forcing my jaw shut. I thrashed against the pain, red tears blurring my vision and obscuring the two figures smirking above me.

      “We’ve been waiting a long time for you,” the taller one said. “Forgive us if we don’t let you ruin everything now with some ill-timed screams.” He nodded to the one holding my jaw shut. “Let’s go.”

      No. No. No!

      I thrashed and clawed and kicked as hard as I could against my captor’s grip, even as the dust seared into me.

      The hand on my face tightened, and if breathing had been essential to my life, I would certainly have passed out. As it was, dots filled my vision.

      “Bitch,” the one holding me swore.

      They dragged me kicking off the bed, leaving the covers in a crumbled mess behind me. I tried to push out my wings, to use my shadows, but they were gone.

      I struggled, kicking and punching as hard as I could, but they were so much bigger than me.

      “Dump it all on her,” the shorter one hissed.

      Moments later, the dust came tumbling down on me once again.

      This time, the glove couldn’t contain my scream. Agony was my new reality, and every single part of me burned.

      Had there been a time where I hadn’t hurt like this?

      I whimpered, tears flowing down my cheeks as fire burned into my flesh.

      “Get her out of here, then we can—”

      The next words never came.

      Shadows flooded the room, blinding even me.

      A deep, feral, powerful roar boomed through the space.

      The part of me that had been mortal mere days ago quaked at the sound, but the rest of me recognized it instinctively.

      My Maker was here.

      Hope sparked within me, and I renewed my efforts to fight. I thrashed as they dragged me toward the window, kicking and struggling. They dropped me, and I fell to the cold stone floor. My back cracked.

      A scream pierced the air.

      “No, please—”

      Silence.

      Complete, deafening silence like a thick fog descended, so heavy that it peeled apart my every nerve until nothing remained but pain.

      Burning, aching, scorching flames ate away at my insides. My heart beat so hard I could feel the pulse in my ears. My body trembled, from my head to my toes, and everything hurt.

      Breathing was impossible.

      Soft, barely there, mewling whimpers. Sobbing gasps and horrible moans. Tiny screams.

      All of them were coming from me.

      This was what dying felt like. My entire body was being ripped apart from the inside out, and I just knew the end was near.

      Strong hands gathered me off the floor, and I moaned. My Binding Mark pulsed at Sebastian’s nearness, and I leaned against him.

      For the first time since I woke to that strange sound, I felt safe.

      “Keep your eyes closed, darling.” Sebastian’s voice sounded strange, as though he was speaking through gritted teeth, but I did as he asked.

      A few moments later, something cool brushed against my face and exposed arms.

      The burning slowly faded, until finally, the melody of my shadows returned. Their song was quiet, but it was there.

      A dull, throbbing ache replaced the sharp, burning pain from before, and my head hurt. I shivered and my teeth chattered as I struggled to breathe. My limbs were heavy and unresponsive, much like my shadows.

      “It hurts,” I whimpered.

      What was in that dust?

      “I know,” was his reply. “I’ve got you, Luna.”

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I buried my face against his chest. It was all I could do.

      A hand brushed against my cheek, soft as a whisper, and I pressed into it.

      “Hold on,” he whispered.

      I barely registered the familiar pull of the Void. The voices were quiet—a small mercy.

      Someone yelled, “Her Majesty is occupied, Prince!”

      “You will not stand in my way or I will tear your beating heart out of your chest!” Sebastian thundered.

      The guard squeaked like a mouse, and I rolled my head away from Sebastian’s chest just in time to see the vampire pale and yank open a door I hadn’t seen before.

      Without a backward glance, Sebastian tightened his grip around me and walked inside.

      “Mother,” he snarled.

      Shock ran through me as I took in the scene around us. Two Favorites were touching each other in the corner, while another three were attending to the queen’s various… needs on a palatial bed. Queen Marguerite wore a black silk nightdress that did nothing to hide her body underneath. She raised her head off the mountain of pillows, unbridled hatred dancing on her face as she glared at us.

      The queen coughed out an order in a low voice, and the humans stepped away from her.

      “You dare interrupt me, son of my blood?” She pushed herself up onto her elbows as shadows swirled around her. “Do you really have such little regard for your life?”

      Her words slammed into my already-pounding head, making my headache worse. I whimpered, curling closer to Sebastian.

      “Don’t worry,” he snapped. “This will only take a moment. My wife was just attacked.”

      Queen Marguerite sat up higher, that red ruby glinting around her neck. “Is she alive?”

      “Yes.” A growl rumbled through him. “No thanks to your wards. Both mine and yours were completely dismantled.”

      “Oh?” The queen sounded… bored.

      Sebastian squeezed me tighter. “I found her covered in prohiberis and silver, being dragged out a window. She’d be gone or dead by now.”

      A shiver ran through me at Sebastian’s cold, harsh words.

      “I see,” was the queen’s disinterested reply. If I’d had any doubts about the queen’s feelings towards me, this would have confirmed it. “And her would-be killers?”

      “Dead,” he growled.

      “Hmm.” Queen Marguerite raised a brow. “I’ll have someone look into the dismantling of the wards.”

      “Not good enough,” Sebastian snarled. “I’m taking Luna and we’re going to my cabin. Consider this visit a courtesy, so you are aware of where we’ve gone.”

      The queen’s face, usually so beautiful that it hurt to look at her, contorted with rage, turning a deep shade of crimson. She spat her words venomously. “You promised to take part in the tournament—”

      “What about my wife?” Sebastian bellowed, the sound echoing off the walls of the bedchamber, as his eyes shimmered with rage. “She was attacked, and all you care about are your games?”

      A profound hush fell upon the room, more suffocating than any words could have been. I held my breath as we waited for the queen’s response.

      It never came.

      “Fine,” he hissed. “Have it your way. We shall return for your gods-damned tournament, Mother. Goodbye and good riddance.”

      Sebastian spat out the last words like they were curses. Shadows swirled around him, and then we were back in the Void.

      The voices were waiting for me in this place of darkness, all repeating the same refrain. “The prophecy is being fulfilled.”

      Their words spun around me like a maelstrom until they were all I could hear.
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        * * *

      

      Finally, like the night giving way to the eventual rise of the sun, the encroaching darkness released its grip. Sebastian’s arm snaked around me, and he murmured ridiculous, incomprehensible, soothing words. Water ran. He bent, and my backside landed on something soft.

      “Put your hands up, love,” he whispered.

      I obeyed, slitting my eyes long enough to take note of my surroundings.

      We were in the cabin’s bathing room, and I was sitting on the large bathmat, leaning against the massive tub.

      Safe.

      I breathed out a breath of relief and leaned my head against the porcelain. I’d take sitting on the tiled floor over being pulled out of a window any day. Shadows crawled all over the room, and Sebastian’s wings were flared as he poured sweet-smelling oils into the rapidly filling tub. He must have employed someone to keep the boiler running at the cabin so there would always be hot water.

      “I’m sorry, Luna,” he said, drawing my attention to him.

      My brows furrowed, but before I could ask why he was apologizing, he grabbed the neckline of my nightgown and pulled. The fabric ripped in half, revealing the gruesome sight beneath.

      Sebastian looked up at the ceiling and roared.

      I hugged my arms around myself instinctively, and immediately wished I hadn’t. Pain shot through me, and I cried out. Everywhere the silver and prohiberis dust had touched me, my skin was raw and blistered. I assumed my face was the same. The wounds should have been healing, but they weren’t.

      Scientific curiosity had me reaching out and tentatively touching the raw, red skin on my stomach. A lightning bolt of pain elicited another whimper from me.

      “They will pay for this,” Sebastian growled through clenched teeth. “I will hunt down every single person responsible for this. I will flay the skin off their bones and pull them apart limb by gods-damned limb. They will beg for death before I am done with them.”

      I sucked in a breath at the venom in his voice. “Sebastian—”

      “No one touches you and gets away with it,” he snarled. Fury radiated off him, and his eyes were nothing more than bottomless pits of rage. He reached over and turned off the water. “You’re mine.”

      Picking me up as though I weighed nothing at all, Sebastian curled his wings around us both as he stepped fully clothed into the steaming tub. The moment the hot water hit my open wounds, I cried out.

      “I’ve got you,” he whispered, his voice lacking all traces of the venom that had been there moments ago.

      Settling on a small ledge on the side, which was large enough to accommodate multiple people with their wings extended, Sebastian balanced me on his lap. Rolling up the sleeve of his tunic, he brought his wrist to his lips, breaking the skin with his fangs before lifting his still-bleeding wrist to my mouth.

      “Drink.” The command in his voice was clear, and I was too weak to fight him, even if I wanted to. The moment his smoky, cinnamon-warm blood touched my lips, heat spread through me.

      Holding his arm with both hands, I pressed it to my mouth, drinking as quickly as I dared.

      “Good,” he murmured, holding me tight. “Keep going.”

      I had no intention of stopping. As I drank, my wounds knit themselves together. The numbness faded. The pain diminished, slowly at first but then rapidly, until it was nothing but a memory. Only then did I release my grip on his arm, letting my head fall back against his chest.

      Sebastian cradled me, murmuring sweet nothings under his breath as he reached behind me and picked up a small bottle. With all the care in the world, he poured a lilac-scented soap onto my head before gently rubbing it into my hair. His hands were strong and sure as they ran through my locks, teasing my hair with practiced skill. In his arms, I felt safe and loved.

      The warmth and gentleness he used with me now was so at odds with the vampire who’d killed the intruders earlier that it took everything I had to reconcile the two. Tonight, I’d been reminded the one I loved was a killer. But how could I be upset about that when he killed those who were trying to hurt me?

      “I swear to you, Luna, I will find out who is responsible for this.” Sebastian’s low voice echoed with the promise of death and violence as he rinsed the soap, filling the bath with soft suds before running a silky-smooth conditioner through my hair. He brushed it through with his fingers, peppering me with soft kisses as he worked. “They will pay for what they tried to do.”

      My eyes burned, and fresh tears ran down my cheeks. Damn it. I was always crying these days. I hated it. Where was the Ice Queen? Why couldn’t I be a strong, emotionless vampire like the rest of them seemed to be?

      “I will always protect you, Luna.” He lifted me out of the tub, planting a tender kiss on my forehead as water sluiced off us both.

      “I think I can move by myself now.” Half-heartedly, I tried to wiggle out of his arms.

      Sebastian’s arms clamped around me. “I need to hold you,” he said, his voice gruff. “When I heard your scream…” He shuddered. “Let me hold you. Please.”

      Mutely, I nodded, leaning back against him. He needed this and I… I needed it, too.

      With tender movements that should have been impossible for a male of his size, Sebastian dried us both off. Once there wasn’t a single water droplet left on me, he helped me into a clean nightgown and tucked me into bed.

      I thought he would join me, but he moved to the door.

      “Where are you going?” The words escaped me before I could stop them, and I hated the way they sounded. Weak. Tired.

      “I’m not leaving,” he said. “I’m just going to strengthen the wards.”

      Walking to the edge of the room, Sebastian placed his hand on the wooden wall. Shadows slipped from him as he murmured under his breath. Thrice, he repeated the actions, moving through the space before the mattress dipped behind me.

      Heavy arms gathered me to his chest.

      “Sleep,” he whispered. “I’ll always watch over you, Luna.”

      It was only in those last moments of lucidity, before dreams took over, that I realized I had forgotten to tell Sebastian what the attackers had called me.

      The Sunwalker.

    

  







            She’d Always Been Mine
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SEBASTIAN

        

      

    

    
      Anger coursed through my veins like a powerful, raging river. The beat of my heart was a steady war drum, and my skin felt too tight as I held my wife against my chest. She was asleep, her hair fanned out behind her, but I had long since given up on finding rest tonight.

      Someone had tried to take my wife from right under my nose. How dare they? Didn’t they know who I was?

      My shadows echoed the fury running through my veins. They had been pouring out of me nonstop since I found Luna under attack. I did nothing to put a stop to the way they flooded out of me. If anything, I encouraged them to move faster, to darken the space, and wash everything in blackness.

      Someone had dared take what was mine, and for that, I would destroy them.

      I’d start with the queen.

      I wasn’t certain of her role in this entire situation, but the fact that she’d barely batted an eye when I told her the wards were down was proof enough that she had a hand in this.

      What I couldn’t figure out was why Mother wanted Luna dead.

      Closing my eyes, I replayed every single interaction we’d had with the queen since I Made Luna.

      Many people with far less power than I would consider this act extraordinarily close to treason.

      The answer hit me in the face like an icy gale.

      That was it.

      I Made Luna.

      Now that the thought crossed my mind, it made more and more sense. I’d suspected this might be the case before, but now I was certain I was right.

      This must have been the reason behind the queen’s actions. Of course, she was prepared to kill Luna. She didn’t care that it would destroy the Binding or weaken me.

      I hadn’t asked permission when I Made my wife.

      How could I have not seen this before? Had love blinded me to the point of foolishness?

      Of course, the queen would take retribution against me for this. She had murdered Athena for a far lesser infraction than me making a choice on my own.

      And Making Luna wasn’t just any choice.

      I’d chosen my wife over the queen.

      Not only that, but I would make the same choice a thousand times over if the same circumstances presented themselves.

      Gods, I’d been idiotic in thinking we could waltz back into Castle Sanguis as though nothing had happened. I’d put Luna in danger the moment we had obeyed the summons.

      “I’m sorry, love,” I whispered, tucking her tighter against me.

      I wouldn’t fail her again. Thank Isvana I had heard Luna scream during the attack. I’d been in the hallway, having just finished speaking with Nell, one of my guards, when a massive bolt of pain had flooded down the Binding Mark. Less than a heartbeat later, I heard her cry.

      That hadn’t been the worst, though.

      No, that had been when the connection between us fell silent. It only lasted for a minute, maybe two, but prohiberis blocked all magic, including ours.

      I’d been disconnected and alone.

      My heart had seized when the pain of separation crashed into me.

      During that time, death itself would have been a blessing compared to the agony and loss coursing through me.

      Primal rage had quickly replaced that agony when I shadowed into our room and found two strangers dragging my wife to the shattered window.

      And now…

      Now we were here.

      Luna drew in a sharp breath, her lips parting as she rolled over. She looked so peaceful that it was hard to reconcile this angelic vampire with the thrashing, hurting princess I had rescued mere hours ago.

      “You’re mine,” I whispered, drawing her against me.

      She’d been mine from that first moment when she threatened me with a candelabra.

      My wife. My Bound Partner. My everything.

      I wouldn’t let anything or anyone take her away from me.

      Not even the queen.
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        * * *

      

      “You can’t keep me locked up here forever, Sebastian.” Luna’s voice was sharp, and she paced across the main floor of the cabin, her arms crossed over her chest.

      Her outfit today was all black, like mine, but hers was a cross between a dress and pants. The garment was one piece with a tightly fitted top, but it tapered loosely around the hips, before splitting off into legs. I had never seen her look so stunning or so angry.

      “You’re not a prisoner, Luna,” I said for the tenth time that evening. “This cabin belongs to both of us.”

      “Then let’s leave.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “You’re still healing from the prohiberis and silver burns.”

      “I keep telling you, I feel fine,” she scoffed, moving to open the door.

      Shadowing in front of it, I crossed my arms in front of my chest and growled her name in warning.

      “Sebastian,” she growled back, mimicking the tone of my voice. “I want to get out of here.”

      A thread of shadow twisted around my arm like a rope as I leaned against the door.

      “You will get out. Tomorrow, when we return to Castle Sanguis for the second game.”

      “But—”

      “You need to rest, Luna.”

      Her wings exploded out of her back. “I’ve been resting!” she yelled. “You haven’t let me do anything but rest since—”

      “Since someone broke into the castle and tried to kill you.”

      It seemed unfathomable that we were even having this conversation. Couldn’t she see I was just trying to protect her? That the world was not safe?

      She paused. “Yes. Since then.”

      If I had my way, Luna would be in bed, resting, drinking my blood and replenishing her strength.

      “I’m bored with staying inside,” she snapped. “You don’t even have any books here! I’ve read the one I got from Rivin three times already.”

      “I’ll send for some books,” I replied patiently.

      Luna glared at me. “You’re missing the point, Sebastian. I don’t want to read right now.”

      My wife was going to argue me into an early grave. It didn’t seem possible to kill a vampire with words, but knowing Luna, she’d find a way. This conversation had been taking us in circles since she woke up this evening. We’d both fed, which had led to other extremely enjoyable activities, but now she was itching to leave.

      I sighed. “Then what is the point?”

      “I want to get out of here.” She looked at me with wide eyes, and my heart squeezed.

      “Luna—”

      “Please. Sitting around… My thoughts go all over the place. I can’t stop thinking about my family.” She rubbed a hand over her temples. “Last night, I dreamed of their deaths. Of the fire that consumed them. I heard their screams and felt their pain.”

      A single red tear ran down her cheek, and I gathered her in my arms. “I’m sorry, love.”

      She sniffled. “I need a distraction.”

      How could I say no to her?

      I sighed. “What did you have in mind?”

      “Nothing major.” She hugged me back. “I want to go pray for my family, and I thought we might return to the abbey where I woke up. I know Isvana is the goddess of the moon, but I hoped she’d still be able to hear my prayers.”

      “That’s a great idea.” A visit to the abbey didn’t seem too dangerous, all things considered, and relief fluttered through me. “Do you want to shadow or fly?”

      Luna thought for a moment. “Fly.”

      “Alright,” I said. “We can go, but if you feel sore at all, we’re coming right back.”

      Her responding smile was so radiant, I decided right then I would do whatever it took to see it again.

      Her happiness was all that mattered.
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        * * *

      

      Snow crunched under my boots as we walked toward the small clearing outside the cabin. The winter air was crisp, and the full moon was bright, illuminating our path. Clouds formed as we breathed, and snow fell heavily around us.

      “The weather will make flying difficult.” I cast a worried glance at Luna. “We should shadow. It’ll be easier.”

      “No,” she said resolutely. “I vowed after Julieta died to live my life to the fullest. I want to fly Sebastian.” She looked at me with wide eyes. “Please.”

      That word. All arguments dried up on my tongue, and I acquiesced.

      We were both airborne within moments, and Luna smiled. “I can see why you enjoy flying.” She zipped back and forth, moving like she’d been born to have wings.

      “I love it,” I replied honestly.

      She turned in a slow circle. “Where are we going?”

      I pointed in the distance. “Do you see that river?”

      Like a snake, it ran far in the north, cutting through snowy forests and mountains.

      “Yes.”

      I nodded. “Shadowmere Abbey is at the other end of the river.”

      “Alright.” Luna turned, wiggling her brows. “I’ll race you.”

      “What?” Alarm ran through me, and I shook my head. This was supposed to be a gentle flight, not some race through snowy skies. “No, let’s just—”

      “Live life to its fullest, Sebastian!” she yelled.

      My eyes widened. “Luna!”

      She shot through the skies, laughing. When she neared the edge of the Tether, she called out, “Come on!”

      I stared at her. When did I become the sensible one?

      Probably around the same time I found someone trying to kill my wife again.

      Luna called for me again, and my stomach twinged.

      With a groan, I flapped my wings and flew after her.
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        * * *

      

      “I told you I was fine.” Luna grinned, somersaulting in the air when I caught up with her. Shadowmere Abbey was below, the ancient building barely visible through the heavy snow.

      Begrudgingly, I admitted she was right.

      Luna laughed, the joyous sound filled with the very essence of life itself. That sound was everything—the warm glow of the rising sun, the steady rhythm of my heart, the reason I woke every day.

      I would do anything to make her laugh again.

      My lips twitched at the sound of her joy. Flying in front of Luna, I took her hands and stole a kiss.

      She purred, the sound causing all my muscles to tighten, and I couldn’t help but kiss her again. Not even the blistering wind or the frigid touch of winter could remove the simple beauty of this moment. Our lives were so full of chaos and danger that finding happiness in the small moments was all we had.

      Maybe that was all we needed.

      Maybe these little moments, when we put them all together, would be enough.
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              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






LUNA

        

      

    

    
      Shadowmere Abbey reminded me of the universities in Ipotha. Not the snow, nor the majestic looming mountains that made up the scenic backdrop—those did not exist in the plains where I grew up—but the calming atmosphere. The happiness I’d felt from the exhilarating flight did not dissipate as we arrived.

      Instead, as we landed on snow-dusted cobblestones, happiness gave way to serenity. Unlike Castle Sanguis, where death and danger and violence reigned above all else, peace was in this place. It was in the air, in the snow falling from the sky, even in the stance of the priestess who came out to meet us.

      “Greetings.” She stopped a few feet away from us, dropping into a curtsy. “My name is Niala. How can I help you?”

      Sebastian pecked my cheek before quietly telling the priestess why we’d come. She nodded, leading us toward the small stone temple on our left.

      I liked this place. I thought perhaps I could find peace here for my troubled soul. Something here made me feel… safe.

      Drawing my wings into myself, I pulled a shadow from my palm and wrapped it around my arm as I followed Sebastian and Niala. I was glad we were here. Not only because it meant we were out of the cabin, but because something in me felt like being here tonight was right.

      Like many temples dedicated to Kydona in my home country of Ipotha, this place of worship had a sloped roof that came together at a tall peak. Icicles adorned the sides, some of them several feet long as they stretched toward the ground.

      Standing guard out front was a statue of the goddess Isvana. It made sense, I supposed, since the abbey was dedicated to her.

      Carved completely out of white, shimmering stone, the sculpture was incredible. Dressed in snow, and nothing else, Isvana’s supple form was stunning. She stood taller than Sebastian, and her long hair flowed down to her feet. I could see why they worshiped her. The goddess emanated feminine beauty.

      Then I noticed something else.

      Nestled inside Isvana’s gums were two gleaming fangs.

      That brought me pause. I didn’t know Isvana was a vampire. Was this merely artistic liberty, or was it something else? Not that I knew everything there was to know about the goddess of the moon. One could hardly become an expert in all things vampire related after only living in their country for a few months.

      Either way, it intrigued me.

      Thoughts of the goddess occupied my mind as I walked to the temple. Sebastian waited for me by the white doors, his wings out of sight. He smiled, lacing our fingers together before leading me into the space.

      Our footsteps echoed on the marble floor as we left the blustery snow behind us.

      All similarities to Kydona’s places of worship ended at the door. Temples in Ipotha were filled with light and love. There, the sun shone and people worshiped freely.

      Here, the only light came from small violet orbs hanging in the four corners of the temple. To say it was dimly lit would be an understatement of epic proportions.

      The air was heavy with incense. The herbs did not burn over flame, which was deadly to vampires, but through some sort of magic. It was cloying, reminiscent of too-strong perfume, and it was difficult to breathe through. Soft, melodic chants sung in a lilting tongue echoed through the holy space, though I could not see the source of the sound.

      Nodding at Niala, Sebastian led me to a shadowy alcove where a smaller statue of Isvana stood watch over a white porcelain bowl. Inside rested a sharp silver dagger, the jeweled hilt shimmering in the light of a single violet orb hanging above the goddess’s head.

      He picked up the dagger, holding out his hand. I watched, biting my lip as he pierced the center of his palm with the blade, letting a few droplets of blood sprinkle into the bowl before the cut healed.

      “Give me your hand, Luna,” he said.

      If it were anyone else asking, I would have refused. But this was Sebastian, and I trusted him with my life.

      Giving him my hand, I stood still as he pierced my palm. The sting of pain was gone in a flash, and my blood tinkled into the bowl, intermingling with Sebastian’s.

      The wound healed itself quickly as he picked up the bowl, swirling it around slowly. Our blood intermingled, reminiscent of our Binding Ceremony.

      He took my now-healed hand in his and prayed.

      “Goddess of the moon,” Sebastian said in a voice so low only I could hear, “we come to you today to pray for the souls of Luna’s family. They were lost…”

      He continued, his prayer washing over me as tears rushed to my eyes, threatening to fall once more.

      My family was dead. Papa, my sisters, and their husbands were all gone.

      As Sebastian offered his prayers, an overwhelming sense of tranquility descended upon me like a warm blanket. A cool breeze brushed up against me, caressing me softly.

      They rest peacefully, the wind seemed to say.

      The scientific part of me struggled to comprehend where the breeze came from, but the deeper, more intrinsic aspects of my soul recognized and welcomed it. Somehow, I knew it to be true.

      They were at peace.

      I didn’t know how much time passed before Sebastian ended the prayer. He made a religious sign over his chest before taking my hand once again. His touch grounded me, and I leaned against him, feeling lighter than before, as if a weight had been lifted off my shoulders.

      Niala was waiting for us, and she dipped her head, leading us into the main part of the temple. We walked past several rows of stone pews where half a dozen worshipers sat, their heads bowed as they prayed silently. Not wanting to intrude on their personal moments, I looked up.

      My breath caught in my throat and a chill ran down my spine.

      A massive obsidian altar stood in a place of honor at the other end of the temple. Niala kept walking toward it, but my feet refused to move. Though it was not the same color as the stone slab I’d woken up on in Ithiar’s temple, it was still far too similar for comfort.

      “It’s alright, Luna.” Sebastian’s hand landed on the small of my back. “I’m here.”

      Taking a deep breath, I tried to push my fear away.

      Sebastian was at my side. The worshipers weren’t the People of the Night, and this wasn’t Ithiar’s temple. We were in this place willingly, and no one was trying to kill us.

      Even with those rational thoughts coursing through my mind, it took me a few deep breaths to regain my composure. In that time, Niala had crossed the temple just as a priestess in matching white robes walked out of a hidden doorway behind the altar.

      “That’s your friend, right?” I eyed the familiar newcomer, recognizing her from the night I woke up on the red mountain, though now her wings were nowhere in sight.

      “That’s right,” he murmured, leading me toward them. “Zephyra is the head priestess of Shadowmere Abbey.”

      Niala and Zephyra whispered quietly for a moment before the head priestess turned to us, her brow raised.

      “I’m pleased to see you are in much better health, Your Highness,” Zephyra said to me.

      I smiled. “Thank you. I’m rather pleased by it, as well.”

      There had been a few bumps in the road, but it felt like I was adapting well to life as a vampire.

      Zephyra turned to Sebastian. “To what do I owe the pleasure of seeing our prince twice in one month?”

      “We came to offer prayers for my wife’s family. They died recently.”

      Condolences were quickly offered and accepted.

      “Are you in a rush?” Zephyra asked.

      Sebastian shook his head. “Not at all. In fact, would you have time to give us a tour of the abbey? My wife is particularly interested in books.”

      I was delighted he didn’t insist on us returning to the cabin right away. I had pushed Sebastian to let me leave—let us leave—because being cooped up made me feel far too much like a prisoner.

      “A scholar?” Zephyra raised a brow. “You’ve come to the right place.” She turned to Niala. “The initiates are almost done with their evening prayers. Will you lead them through their rituals before assigning them to their nightly chores?”

      Niala bowed her head. “Of course, Head Priestess. Right away.”

      “Thank you, my child.” Turning back to us, Zephyra said, “This way, please.”

      With a swish of her white robes, the head priestess led Sebastian and me through the hidden door behind the altar. It slid open on silent hinges, revealing a space even darker than the last. One solitary purple orb lent its light to the space, hanging from an iron chandelier above our heads.

      I barely paid any attention to the lighting situation, though. My attention immediately went to the numerous desks filling the space. This was an academic’s paradise. Books and maps covered every available flat surface, including the walls.

      Bouncing on the balls of my feet, I took it all in with a delighted gasp.

      Head Priestess Zephyra moved to the other side of the small room, clasping her hands behind her back as she studied a map on the wall. “You might be interested in this one, Princess.”

      I was interested in them all.

      Sebastian gave me an encouraging push. “Go on, love.”

      He didn’t need to tell me twice. I hurried to Zephyra, careful not to touch anything by accident.

      From far away, the map looked like a dozen others I had seen, but as I drew closer, I noticed subtle differences. The writing was in a script I didn’t recognize, and several symbols were scattered across the parchment. Geographically, the cartographer had done an incredible job. The continent was extremely well-detailed, with the topography clearly laid out.

      “Fascinating,” I murmured, staring at a lifelike depiction of a green dragon soaring over a mountain surrounded by lava in the middle of the continent. “How old is it?”

      Zephyra hummed. “It’s ancient, Princess. This is one of the oldest artifacts in our possession.”

      A thrill ran through me, and I studied the map intently. After a moment, something clicked. “This is the Four Kingdoms, isn’t it?”

      “Very good.” Zephyra smiled. “This was drawn before the Treaty of the Seven Roses, when there were no divisions between Ithenmyr, Eleyta, Ipotha, and Drahan. The Dynasty of Roses ruled the Empire for many millennia before the signing of the treaty.”

      “Incredible.” I tapped my hand on my thigh, committing the map to memory. I had never heard of the Dynasty of Roses, but I would certainly research them now. “What language is it written in?”

      The head priestess gently brushed her finger over a longer word. “This language predates the Common Tongue by fifteen hundred years. Spoken by our ancestors, the first followers of Isvana herself, Niethial is practically dead. There are only a few of us remaining in the First Order of Isvana’s Chosen who can read it.”

      The First Order.

      My heart skipped a beat, and I turned around. “Have you ever heard of the Fourth Order of Isvana’s Chosen?” The head priestess frowned, but I continued. “Syn—someone told me to look for them. I’ve been searching in the castle’s library for any information about them, but there’s no record.”

      And now, with my family’s death, it seemed more important than ever. Once Phyrra found Marius—because I refused to think otherwise—he would need treatment for the Wasting Illness.

      Zephyra rubbed her temples and her brows knit together. “Long ago, there was a Fourth Order, but I haven’t heard of them for centuries.”

      “Oh.” I sighed, defeated. “It was worth a shot. Thank you anyway.”

      The priestess nodded, and soon she and Sebastian were murmuring on the other side of the room. I moved to the nearest desk, looking carefully through the books and maps piled haphazardly on the surface.

      One book in particular called to me. Buried beneath three others, this one was wrapped in dark brown leather, and its title was written in the same cursive as the map. I felt pulled towards it, and I just knew it was important.

      “May I pick this one up?”

      Head Priestess Zephyra came and peered over my shoulder. “Of course, Your Highness.” She reached around me, running a reverent finger over the leather binding. “This is one of our oldest texts.” She frowned, tapping the spine. “I don’t even know who wrote it.”

      “Truly?”

      She nodded, looking at me quizzically. “What drew you to it?”

      “I’m not sure,” I murmured, my attention locked on the book. “It just… spoke to me.”

      Lifting the book as though it were a newborn baby, I turned the ancient pages slowly. Zephyra moved away, continuing her conversation with Sebastian as I examined the text. Intricate illustrations were scattered among paragraphs of text. Some were barely larger than my thumb, while others spanned several pages.

      The scent of old leather and ink tickled my nose, and I couldn’t help but smile as I scanned the book. Though I could not read the words, the depictions were plain enough. The small diagrams reminded me of my scientific studies where we learned the various parts of a plant, while others were more artistic. There were creatures with sharp teeth and glowing eyes, depictions of vampires with black gazes, and even an image of a naked, eviscerated human spread eagle on an altar.

      That scene was far too familiar for my liking, and I quickly turned the page.

      My breath caught in my throat, and my slow-beating heart stopped for one long moment.

      The drawing spanned two pages, the vibrant colors immediately catching my eye. The artist’s depiction of the sun and the moon had them hanging side-by-side, each casting their light on two cloaked figures. They stood in the middle of a blackened forest and shadows covered their faces.

      Words were scrawled across the top, but I could not read them.

      “Zephyra?” I called out, unable to look away from the page. “What does this say?”

      Moments later, Sebastian and the head priestess joined me in examining the book. For several minutes, silence filled the room as we all studied the illustration.

      When she finally spoke, Zephyra’s voice was steady. “When the harbinger is born, the Sunwalker will rise.”

      “What?” I gasped, my lungs suddenly incapable of drawing breath. My heart raced in my chest, galloping like a wild animal, and my head spun. “Are you sure that’s what it says?”

      Sebastian’s brows furrowed, and confusion pulsed through the Binding Mark.

      The priestess seemed insulted by the question. “Yes, I’m certain, Your Highness.” Zephyra’s tone made it clear that despite my royal status—something I was still definitely getting used to—I was bordering on impertinence. “I’ve been studying this language since the day I was Made nine hundred and sixty-two years ago. It couldn’t be any clearer. It says, ‘When the harbinger is born, the Sunwalker will rise.’”

      Shivers ran down my spine, and I couldn’t pull my eyes away from the picture.

      “What is it, Luna?” Sebastian’s hands landed on my hips, and he pulled me against him.

      “The people who attacked me back in the castle—”

      A growl rumbled through him. “They’re dead.”

      “I know,” I said hurriedly. “But they called me the Sunwalker.”

      Zephyra’s eyes widened as she raised a hand to touch my face before seeming to think better of it.

      “It can’t be… can it?” she muttered.

      “What’s going on, Zephyra?” Sebastian asked.

      The head priestess studied me for another minute before she turned and closed the book, holding it to her chest. “Come. We must go to the library immediately.”
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        * * *

      

      Immediately seemed to be a relative term, at least where Zephyra was concerned.

      The head priestess might have been an old vampire and at the top of her order, but she also loved to talk. As we walked to the library, she drew my attention to various parts of the massive building.

      Sebastian was a silent, brooding presence behind us.

      Every so often, the breeze held the distinct scent of humans, but I kept my vampiric urges under control. Every day, I was getting better at managing them.

      The abbey was also an orphanage, I learned, and Isvana’s Chosen Ones took pride in raising and educating the youths before sending them out into the world.

      Soon, we stopped in front of a large, rather nondescript wooden door. “This is the jewel of Shadowmere Abbey.” Gesturing to the door, Zephyra hugged the book to her chest. “I’ll be right back.”

      Opening the door a crack, she slipped inside before I could get a good look.

      Sebastian moved to my side, lacing our fingers together before kissing me softly. An air of sadness hung over him as he ran his other hand down the smooth stone wall.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked quietly.

      He shook his head. “This place… there are a lot of memories here.”

      Not good ones, by the look of him.

      I frowned. “Do you want to—”

      Head Priestess Zephyra opened the door. “Come inside, please.”

      The questions would have to wait. Sebastian held my hand, leading me into the library. As soon as I crossed the threshold, I understood why this was their jewel.

      “It’s beautiful,” I breathed, unable to hide the awe in my voice.

      Though this library was half the size of the one in Castle Sanguis, it was filled to the brim with books. It smelled like leather and paper and ink, and in the middle of the floor were half a dozen tables. Several scholars sat flipping through pages, taking notes on stacks of parchment as they worked tirelessly.

      A golden spiral staircase led to the second story, where a wrap-around balcony overlooked the entire room. Purple orbs hung in a central chandelier, casting violet light on the space. The sound of scratching quills and flipping pages made me so nostalgic for my time in Ipotha’s universities that my heart twisted.

      Zephyra led us to a table in the center of the room, where a priest with thick brown curls worked studiously.

      “Greetings, Gadion,” she said.

      The priest looked up. “Head Priestess.” He made the same religious sign over his chest that Sebastian had used. “How can I be of assistance?”

      Zephyra placed the book on the table, opening it to the illustration of the sun and the moon. “Do you recognize the author of this work?”

      The priest frowned, running a hand over the text. “Maybe…” He mumbled to himself, studying the page intently.

      Zephyra looked up at us. “Gadion is an expert in ancient texts.”

      Using his hand as a bookmark, Gadion carefully closed the book and studied the spine before turning back to the page for a few minutes.

      “I think…” His voice trailed off as he jumped to his feet, running off into the bookshelves in a blur. The vampire returned in less than thirty seconds, carrying a stack of three books. His mouth moved silently, and he had the distinct air of an academic whose mind had locked onto something important.

      The priest flipped through the pages of the first two books, muttering under his breath the entire time. When he got to the third, Gadion stopped, tapping the book excitedly.

      “This is it! I knew I recognized the writing.” He held both books side-by-side, comparing the texts. “Your mystery author is Solmnia. I would wager my entire personal library on it.”

      “Who?” I asked, having never heard of her.

      The priest looked over his shoulder, practically vibrating with academic interest. “One of the very first vampires, she spent centuries chronicling the origins of our kind. Her works are vast and well known in the academic world in Eleyta.”

      His scholarly excitement was contagious, and I grinned. “That’s incredible. And these books are hers?”

      “It appears that way.” Gadion returned his attention to the books in front of him. “I haven’t had the chance to read everything she wrote, but there is no doubt in my mind that this”—he tapped the book containing the illustration of the sun and the moon—“is definitely a Solmnian classic. It’s fascinating. I haven’t seen this text before… I thought… but no… evidently they’re a pair.”

      Zephyra leaned over the priest’s shoulder, examining both books. After a few minutes, she gathered them in her arms and turned. “Sebastian, Luna, please come with me.”

      She might have been polite in her request, but her voice brokered no room for discussion. We followed her to a small study off the library, furnished with two couches, a table, and a rug. A single violet orb hovered above the table, illuminating the space.

      “Shut the door, please,” Zephyra asked.

      Sebastian closed it behind us before taking my hand once again. “Well?”

      She flipped open the books, looking between them multiple times before nodding to herself. She slowly straightened, her analytical gaze sweeping over us.

      “Tell me,” she said slowly, picking her words with care, “why did the two of you come here tonight?”

      “To pray for my family.” I shrugged. “As soon as I suggested coming here, it felt… right.”

      That sense of rightness had only grown stronger as the night went on.

      The priestess closed her fist and held it to her breast, dipping her head. “I believe Isvana led you here.” She pointed to the texts. “The image you found and the text above it, Princess, are part of a larger prophecy.”

      Zephyra swallowed, and for the first time since I met her, a quiver of fear flashed through her eyes.

    

  







            Prophecies and Riddles

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    






SEBASTIAN

        

      

    

    
      The song of my shadows was louder than ever as they pounded in my veins, and I gripped Luna’s hand. Those two books were going to change our lives forever. I could feel it in my bones.

      “When the harbinger is born, the Sunwalker will rise.” Zephyra read slowly, enunciating each word. “With a bond that spans blood and time, the two shall awaken, united in purpose and resolve.”

      She paused, drawing in a deep breath as she studied the ancient texts.

      A shiver ran down my spine, and a dark, ancient part of me twinged, urging me to pay attention. Luna’s hand was cold in mine, and through the Binding Mark, curiosity mixed with… fear. This should have been a quiet trip to the abbey, but it was rapidly becoming something else. Something more.

      The air in the small room was thick when Zephyra continued. “The red moon will rise. On that day, they will join forces with the Wielder of Shadows to confront the Black Rose, whose deceptive radiance conceals her malevolence. Only by vanquishing the darkness can the new era come about, ushering in a brighter future for all.” The head priestess exhaled and closed the book. “That’s the end.”

      An eerie, foreboding silence filled the air, and all I could hear was the distant flipping of pages.

      Luna was the first to move. She released my hand, tapping her fingers on her thigh for a moment before she nodded once.

      “Marius is the harbinger,” she said confidently. “Syndra told me, and now, I am certain she was telling the truth.”

      The mere mention of the witch made my blood boil.

      “Syndra also betrayed you to the People of the Night.” My heart thudded, and I struggled to remain composed. “We cannot trust anything the witch said.”

      Luna dipped her head. “I know, but this is different. The Sunwalker—”

      “The sun is lethal for vampires!” I interjected, unable to keep my voice down. “There is no worse death than burning alive, Luna.”

      Of all the things I’d done for Queen Marguerite, the sun-burnings were the worst. Reserved for the most hardened criminals, death by the sun was the most painful way to go.

      Her throat bobbed. “We’ve established that I’m not like other vampires, Sebastian.”

      I couldn’t believe we were having this conversation. Not here. Not with the next round of the tournament less than twenty-four hours away. Already, the trial loomed over me.

      Now this?

      I didn’t have time for a prophecy. I had a wife to keep alive, something which was becoming more difficult with every passing day.

      “What do you mean, you’re not like other vampires?” Zephyra asked.

      I jumped at the sound of the head priestess’s voice, having completely forgotten she was there.

      Luna turned. “When I cry,” she said matter-of-factly, “my tears are made of blood.”

      The room fell silent once more, the weight of Luna’s statement hanging in the air.

      Zephyra tapped the book. “If you are the Sunwalker—”

      “She’s not,” I snapped, at the same time that Luna said, “I think I am.”

      A roaring filled my ears, and my fists curled at my side.

      “What?” Shadows leaked out of me as I turned to my wife. “You’re—”

      “The people who tried to kill me certainly thought I was.”

      My blood heated at the very mention of those bastards. I would kill them again if I could. But this…

      “You’re not the Sunwalker.” I shook my head. How could she be? How could I keep her safe if she was what this prophecy said? The scent of blood filled the air, and I realized my nails had broken the flesh of my palms. Unfurling my fists, I struggled to breathe. I couldn’t lose Luna. Not now. Never. “This is not—”

      Luna turned to the priestess, effectively cutting me off. “Do you know anything else about this?”

      Zephyra shook her head. “Nothing comes to mind, Princess. I can search the archives for more information, but it will take some time.”

      “There must be a way to test the theory.” Luna chewed on her lip. “An experiment.”

      Oh, my gods. I was going to explode.

      Had I thought this trip to the abbey was a good idea? I was wrong. This was, perhaps, one of the worst ideas I’d ever had in my entire life.

      It was like Luna was purposefully trying to throw herself into danger. Did my wife have no self-preservation instincts?

      “This is a joke, right?” I scowled. “You cannot be considering risking your life based on what you read in a book.”

      “What if it’s not a joke? Books aren’t bad, Sebastian.” Luna’s cheeks reddened. “In fact, before you came along, books and I were doing quite well, just the two of us.”

      The inches between us might as well have been miles as I glared at her. “If you live your entire life based on what you read, you are going to wind up dead,” I ground out.

      A shadow left Luna’s palm. “Aren’t I already dead?”

      “You’re a vampire,” I snapped, moving to take her in my arms. My vampire.

      She stepped out of the way, and my heart shattered.

      “Sebastian—”

      “It’s different,” I growled. “You’re not dead. Your heart beats and your lungs draw air. Death is absolute.”

      A vein in Luna’s jaw feathered as she glared at me, and I could have sworn the purple orb shook a little as her shadows slipped from her palms. At another time, in another place, I would have found this show of power incredibly attractive.

      Right now, it just angered me.

      Zephyra cleared her throat. “Or perhaps your wife will be the one Isvana uses to usher in a new era.”

      Forcing myself to breathe past the urge to murder someone, I turned my head slowly and scowled at her.

      “What do you mean?” My voice was like ice, betraying the anger running through my veins.

      The head priestess didn’t seem to notice. “I have been serving Isvana for a long time, Prince Sebastian. I have known many vampires and seen many things. Stranger things have happened than a vampire being Made who can survive the sun.” She patted Luna’s shoulder. “Perhaps this is the will of the gods.”

      This wasn’t the time to debate the will of the gods.

      I snarled at Zephyra, “You’re not helping.”

      The priestess—my former friend—raised a brow. “The theory has merit.”

      It certainly did not.

      “Theories require experimentation. Proof that they work.” My voice cracked and my heart thundered in my chest. “If you’re wrong, I’m going to lose the one I love. Again.”

      Understanding flickered across Luna’s face, and she stepped towards me. “Sebastian—”

      It was my turn to shake my head and step back as my shadows throbbed in my veins. “Once more, I will be alone. But the difference is that this time, there will be nothing left of me.”

      “But what if it’s true?” Zephyra said softly after a moment. “What if she is what the prophecy says?”

      This was too much. Too many things to think about. Too much turmoil, and tomorrow was a big day.

      “Thank you, Head Priestess, for all your help.” I forced the words through a clenched jaw, wishing we had never come here. “We will consider the words of the prophecy.”

      Zephyra nodded as I took Luna’s arm, holding her against my side. Without another word, I yanked us through the Void to the cabin.

      The moment our feet touched the floor, Luna turned toward me. Her eyes flashed black, just like her wedding ring, and she pounded her fists against my chest.

      “Why did you do that?” she yelled.

      “Why?” I asked incredulously. “Are you serious?”

      Her voice was even louder, and fury pulsed through the Binding Mark. “Yes, I’m serious! Zephyra and I were still talking, and you—”

      “I stopped you from volunteering to walk into the sun!”

      Now that we were alone, there was no point in masking my fury. Shadows flooded out of us both, and the air vibrated with anger.

      “Isvana help me, but I will not stand by and watch as my wife gets herself killed because of an unclear, cryptic prophecy!”

      Luna made a show of looking around the cabin. “Are you a mind reader now? Is that bitch Estrella here?”

      “I don’t need to be a mind reader to know what you’re thinking. I know you. I saw the way you tapped your hand against your thigh. I saw the spark in your eyes.”

      Her jaw tightened.

      “You’re not denying it, Luna. I know you were thinking of walking into the sun and testing this ridiculous theory.”

      Her chest heaved, and she bared her fangs at me ferociously. “You don’t own me, Sebastian,” she snapped. “So what if I was considering it? If this is true—”

      “It’s not!” I roared.

      There was no way in the seven circles of hell I was ever going to allow my wife to walk in the sun. Not to test some theory. Not because she thought it was possible. Not for anything.

      She scowled. “But—”

      “No.” I turned around, running my hands through my hair. “I’ve already lost Athena. I will not lose you too!”

      My fists furled at my sides and it took everything I had not to slam them into the nearest wall.

      Luna’s voice softened. “Athena?”

      My chest heaved, and rage was a turbulent storm pulsing through me. I couldn’t speak or move or breathe or think.

      My wife moved toward me. “Is that what this is about?”

      I stood still as shadows flooded out of me, darkening the room.

      Still, Luna did not stop. “Athena grew up in Shadowmere Abbey, didn’t she?” she asked quietly.

      Silently, I nodded. I couldn’t talk about this. Not right now. I had spent two centuries avoiding this topic. I couldn’t… I wasn’t ready… No.

      Talking about Luna’s family, her grief, and even her brother, was fine. Even the story of my Making, I was happy to share with her.

      But this? I couldn’t. It was hypocritical, but every time I thought of Athena, all I could see were the bloody, broken pieces of her body. All I saw was the evidence of my failure.

      “Sebastian?”

      Luna stood right in front of me. I hadn’t even noticed her move.

      “I heard you,” I rasped.

      Her hand landed on my arm, and I jumped.

      “Is that why you are such good friends with Zephyra?” she asked.

      Another nod.

      Luna’s eyes softened. “There must have been a lot of painful memories in the Abbey. I don’t know exactly what happened to Athena—”

      “She’s dead,” I clipped out.

      I didn’t want to talk about this. All I wanted was to stop my wife from trying to walk into the sun.

      “I gathered as much.” Luna’s hand grazed mine, and I looked down at her. All traces of anger were gone, and she was looking at me with… sadness. “Maybe one day you’ll tell me what happened.”

      Honestly? I didn’t think that would happen. I avoided thinking of Athena at all costs because all it did was drag up painful memories. Even now, recollections of death and blood and heartbreak were forcing their way out of the box where I’d been keeping them for decades.

      Athena was my first love. My first of many things. Her murder was the reason I had given myself to darkness for so many years. Athena was the reason I knew just how dangerous Queen Marguerite could be.

      If Athena hadn’t come with me to Castle Sanguis, leaving the safety of Shadowmere Abbey behind, she would have lived out her days in peace. But she had followed me, and now, she was dead at Mother’s hand.

      “Maybe.” I didn’t think so.

      Luna glanced out the window. “The sun’s rising, and tomorrow night is the trial.” She sighed. “We should go upstairs.”

      Neither of us spoke as we got ready for bed. Luna did not bring up the Sunwalker again, and I did not speak of Athena.

      That night, memories of my past intermingled with my fears of the future, filling me with an agony so horrible I thought I would die.
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      Nineteen pairs, including the two of us, remained in the tournament. When we woke this evening, neither of us brought up what happened yesterday. A somber mood settled upon us as we fed from each other’s wrists, sharing a chaste kiss before dressing for the trial and shadowing back to the castle. Tension simmered below the surface, but this wasn’t the time to unpack it.

      The second game of the tournament was upon us. Now that I knew just how much Mother hated Luna, I wouldn’t be letting my guard down. We both needed to walk out of here alive.

      This round took place in the throne room. Padded benches lined the walls, and dozens of eager vampires filled the seats, waiting for the festivities to begin. The violet lights were melancholy tonight, more black than anything else, and the air in the throne room was one of eager excitement.

      At the front of the throne room, overlooking the proceedings like a judge sitting in front of a jury, Mother perched on her obsidian throne. Tonight, she wore her long hair straight, and her gown glistened with diamonds. Her mouth was twisted in a strange approximation of a sinister smile.

      The only acknowledgment I’d received that she knew we were here was the nod she’d directed at us when we first arrived. Otherwise, we had not spoken to her. The two fae we had met in the council chambers stood on the dais next to the throne. Their bright, colorful clothes and unnatural ice-blue hair were a stark contrast to the black and red that filled the space.

      When the clock struck the hour, a hush fell over the crowd as Trin, one of the two fae in charge of planning this game, stepped forward. “Lords and ladies of Eleyta, welcome!”

      A roar of applause came from the crowd.

      Trin nodded, bowing in Mother’s direction. “When Queen Marguerite asked Rosalie and me to come up with a game for her tournament, we were delighted to introduce the ways of our court in Eleyta. After all, Her Majesty has been so kind as to host us and several other fae in her beautiful country.”

      The queen raised a brow, her expression hard and lacking all traces of kindness. “I look forward to seeing what you have planned.”

      The fae nodded, either not noticing the hardness in the queen’s voice or ignoring it. “The hunt highlighted strength. Tonight’s game will focus on wit and cunning. The rules are simple: answer correctly, and you shall survive. Fail and…” He laughed, the mirthless sound nearly as cold as the queen’s gaze. “Well, let’s just say you don’t want to fail.”

      Rosalie cleared her throat. “If you do not know the answer, you may choose to bargain.” She flashed bright, elongated canines as a wolfish smile crept on her wintery face.

      Of all the courts of fae, the Winter Court was the most deadly, most brutal, most… similar to vampires. Like us, they had an unnatural beauty, but theirs often reflected the court where they were born. Or so I was told. Nearly all the fae I’d met were Winter Court fae interested in politics.

      Mother had invited the Queen of the Winter Court and the King of the Autumn Court to her birthday, but I hadn’t seen them yet. Perhaps they’d be here for the ball. I would have asked the queen, but I had bigger things on my mind.

      The fae continued. “Of course, should you choose that route, the options are rather… interesting.”

      Bloody would be a better term. Everyone knew fae bargains should only be kept as a last resort. Even the “best” fae bargain was bad, and the worst ones would make the bargainer wish they’d chosen death.

      Luna shivered, and I wrapped my wing around her, holding her close. There were humans here, but she didn’t seem to be bothered by them. Her control was growing stronger by the day, and I was thankful for that small blessing.

      “The game will continue in rounds until the hourglass is empty.” Trin grinned, the expression nothing short of malicious as he asked, “Any questions?”

      Someone—one of the Sources sitting with their vampire in the crowd—coughed, but other than that, absolute silence filled the throne room.

      “Good.” The Winter Court fae clapped his hands, and three servants peeled off the walls.

      One carried a wooden podium, the second held an enormous hourglass the size of a small child filled with rust-colored sand, and the third held a small chest. The servants worked quickly, setting up the podium and hourglass, before the third stepped forward. This one wore a red ribbon around her neck and she winked at me as she put the box on top of the podium before hurrying into the shadows with the other humans.

      Trin walked over to the dais, and Rosalie opened the chest, withdrawing a small piece of parchment and handing it to the other fae.

      “Our first competitors,” Trin announced, reading the paper, “are Lord Hycian and Lord Vrin.”

      Two tall, muscular vampires stood, moving with grace and strength toward the dais. They were married, lording over land in northern Eleyta, near the Black Sea.

      The crowd was quiet, and the tension was palpable as everyone waited to see exactly how this game would go.

      The fae behind the podium grinned. “A riddle for you,” Trin said gleefully, practically bouncing up and down. “What is so fragile that saying its name breaks it?”

      Beside me, Luna stiffened. I glanced over at her, and she chewed on her lip, before nodding to herself.

      Hycian and Vrin exchanged a quick glance, their heads coming together as they murmured quietly. Less than a minute went by before Vrin turned to the fae and answered, “Silence.”

      The word echoed through the throne room as everyone held their breaths, waiting to hear if the vampire was correct.

      After a moment, Trin and Rosalie grinned, clapping. “Well done! You may return to your seats and await the next round.”

      Luna leaned over and whispered, “I knew the answer.”

      That did not surprise me in the least. My wife was intelligent, and this seemed like her kind of game.

      The rusty sand continued its descent in the hourglass as Rosalie called up the next duo. Two shifters stood, walking confidently to the podium.

      “Your riddle is this: I am always hungry and I must always be fed. The finger I touch will soon turn red. What am I?” Trin asked with a sly grin.

      The shifters glanced at each other, leaning together and conversing quickly, before one of them said, “A fire.”

      The two fae looked at each other before nodding. “You are correct. Please return to your seats.”

      On and on, more pairs made their way up to the stage. Every time Trin pulled out another name, the riddles increased in difficulty, until they were nearly impossible to solve.

      The trial did not take a darker turn, though, until the tenth team was called up to the podium.

      “Ladies Aving and Mirabelle,” Rosalie called out, her melodic voice ringing over the silent throne room.

      Two redheads seated near us stood and made their way to the front. They were high-ranking soldiers who had just returned from Ithenmyr before the tournament began. I recognized them, but I hadn’t ever interacted with either of them.

      Trin watched them carefully, a gleam in his eye. He cleared his throat, and I shifted in my seat as he said, “I go through cities, over mountains, and through fields, but I never move. I am an obstacle and a tool. Night and day, I remain strong. What am I?”

      Aving and Mirabelle turned, quickly discussing the problem set in front of them. Beside me, Luna stared at the fae and gnawed on her bottom lip.

      My heart pounded louder and louder as the vampires continued to discuss.

      The sand dripped through the hourglass, and the air thickened.

      “Quickly now.” Rosalie rapped her fingers against the podium.

      Mirabelle raised a brow. “It’s a river.”

      Luna gasped beside me, grabbing my hand and squeezed it tightly. I glanced at her, and she shook her head back and forth.

      A road, she mouthed, her eyes wide.

      The fae looked at each other, the corner of their mouths inching up, up, up. A bad feeling formed in my stomach as the silence seemed to stretch on for hours.

      Rosalie cackled, her eyes gleaming with mischief, and she proclaimed, “Incorrect!”
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      “What?” Mirabelle shook her head. “No, I’m right. A river runs through cities and over mountains, and it is an obstacle and a tool.”

      By the end, her voice wobbled. Next to her, Aving swayed slightly.

      “You are wrong,” Trin sneered. “The answer is a road.”

      I had known that, but for once in my life, there was no joy in being correct. As soon as the fae had given the riddle, I’d heard the double meaning of their words.

      Fae did not live in the Four Kingdoms, coming from Faerie across the Indigo Ocean, but even we knew them to be fickle and tricky.

      Mirabelle’s eyes widened, and her mouth dropped open. “A-a-a road?” she croaked.

      A laugh that sounded like death escaped Rosalie. “Obviously.”

      The hush in the throne room was so silent that every single word they spoke sounded like thunder booming through the skies. I wanted to look away, but couldn’t.

      Aving clasped her hands in front of her. “Please, let us try again,” she begged, tears running down her cheeks. “Give us another question.”

      Trin chuckled. “That wouldn’t be fair. The terms of the game were clear: answer correctly, and you pass on to the next round. Your answer was incorrect. Therefore, what else are we to do?” He smirked. “Rules are rules, after all.”

      The fae waved his hand, and two sharp wooden stakes appeared out of thin air, clattering onto the podium.

      My chest seized, and I sucked in a breath.

      Aving and Mirabelle screamed as ebony shadows flooded out of Queen Marguerite’s palm, wrapping around both the vampires and binding them in place.

      “Oh, my gods.” I pressed my thigh against Sebastian’s, as if that would help make the scene in front of us any less horrible.

      Trin turned to the queen. “Your Majesty?”

      Queen Marguerite leaned forward until she sat on the edge of her throne. Violence radiated off her as she eyed the pair.

      “Do it,” she commanded.

      Mirabelle and Aving both yelled as Rosalie twisted her hands. A flurry of snow and ice formed out of thin air as the temperature in the throne room dropped drastically. It crawled over the pair, inch by inch, until ice completely encased their bottom halves.

      The two of them never stopped screaming and begging for mercy.

      None was given to them.

      My heart pounded in my chest, and I barely held in a whimper as Trin picked up the stakes. He twirled them in his hands, taking his time as he moved from the podium to the pair of vampires.

      His elongated canines glittered in the purple light as an evil grin spread across his face

      “Death is the price for losing these games.” He raised the stakes and plunged them into the vampires’ hearts.

      Did I think it was silent before? Now it was so quiet that the lub-dub of my heart sounded like drumbeats in my ears.

      Horrible.

      This was completely and utterly horrible.

      Every awful second felt like an hour as time slowed to a crawl.

      The ice slowly melted, forming two puddles on the floor as the vampires fell to the ground.

      Aving’s scream was high-pitched as she thrashed about, the stake protruding from her chest, but it was the low, steady wail Mirabelle emitted that would haunt me for the rest of my days.

      Black, spider-like veins spread from their hearts as they choked and convulsed for everyone to see.

      My eyes burned, but I refused to cry. I could not reveal my blood tears to the entire court.

      Instead, I tightened my grip on Sebastian’s hand and willed this to be over quickly.

      Their deaths were not quick or clean or quiet.

      They were long, drawn-out, and the fodder of nightmares.

      I couldn’t bear to watch, and yet, I did not dare look away from them. I could feel Queen Marguerite’s steely gaze on me, watching my every move. Weakness was not something I could afford. I was the only person left who could look after Marius. Everyone else was dead. He needed me. Sebastian needed me.

      I would survive for them.

      Still, my heart was leaden, and the blood I’d drunk earlier churned in my stomach as Aving and Mirabelle died.

      When they finally stopped moving, the silence was a welcome reprieve from their screams. The vampires were unrecognizable in death, and it was shocking to believe they had been alive mere minutes ago. Black spider webs covered their gray, sunken skin, and their flesh was stuck to their skeletons as if they’d been walking corpses this entire time.

      I hadn’t known being staked was so… so… horrifying.

      Four servants peeled off the wall, moving in synchrony as they dragged the dead vampires out of sight. The only sound was their footsteps until the doors banged shut behind them.

      Then Queen Marguerite laughed. I’d never heard such an awful sound in my entire life. “Well, that was delightful.” She grinned. “Who’s next in line?”

      Trin cleared his throat and reached back into the box.
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      Five more pairs went by. Five more riddles. No more deaths. With each passing minute, my stomach twisted until a knot formed that was so tight I felt like I was about to explode.

      I couldn’t get Mirabelle and Aving’s corpses out of my mind.

      And then Rosalie called out, “Prince Sebastian and Princess Luna.”

      Never had I been more terrified to hear my name than I was at that moment. I’d known it was coming—that was why we were here, of course—but after that horrible display, I had somehow pushed that knowledge to the back of my mind.

      I couldn’t ignore it any longer.

      Sebastian stood, offering me his hand and helping me to my feet. I would be lying if I said I wasn’t trembling. His grip held me firm, even as my stomach rebelled against me.

      Sebastian lowered his head, his breath skating over my ear as we approached the dais. “Be strong, darling. I’m here.”

      I forced myself to take a deep breath. Then another.

      Too soon, we were standing in front of the devious fae.

      The lub-dub of my heart was even louder than before.

      Trin went to reach into the box when suddenly, Queen Marguerite cleared her throat.

      “Excuse me?” she said, her voice saccharine sweet.

      This could not be good.

      That knot in my stomach worsened, and I swayed as Trin and Rosalie turned, bowing to the queen.

      “Yes, Your Majesty?” Trin’s brows furrowed.

      Queen Marguerite smiled, showing us her fangs. “If you don’t mind, I have a riddle I’d like to pose for this round.”

      Horror came through the Binding Mark, and I glanced at Sebastian. He was pale, staring at his mother. The pressure of his grip increased, and he drew in a sharp breath.

      “Of course, Your Majesty,” both fae said in unison.

      Rosalie added, “We’d be delighted to hear your riddle.”

      The queen rose from her throne, her gown spreading out behind her as she prowled towards us. Her heels clacked on the floor, and that red ruby hanging around her neck gleamed brighter than normal.

      Sebastian’s grip on my hand was so tight that I was fairly certain my bones would have broken if I were still human, but I didn’t pull away.

      The queen came to a stop a few feet away from us. Her smile was nothing short of predatory as she eyed us, and my legs shook.

      I had never felt more like prey in this country full of vampires than I did at that moment.

      All around the throne room, the crowd watched us with the eagerness of wolves waiting for their dinner. This was the moment they’d all been waiting for, I realized. The reason they’d all been so eager to attend the tournament. After all, Sebastian was powerful. Deadly. They wanted to see the renowned prince knocked down a peg… or dead.

      Queen Marguerite’s lifeless gaze swept over us both as that horrible rosewater perfume made me want to cough. Standing so close to the hourglass, the sound of the sand falling was almost as loud as the pounding of my heart.

      An eternity passed before the queen spoke. “Your riddle is this: What is unavoidable and avoided, loved and feared, the end of all and the beginning of none?”

      I froze and a rush of cold sweat trickled down my back. My breath slowed as I ran the riddle through my mind again and again.

      The plink, plink, plink of the hourglass taunted me.

      Every other answer had come to me almost instantly.

      But now?

      I didn’t know.

      My vision blurred, and my hands trembled. The bitter taste of sweat and fear filled my mouth as I thought over the question again and again.

      What is unavoidable and avoided, loved and feared, the end of all and the beginning of none?

      This was it.

      We were going to die tonight, in front of the entire court of vampires, because I did not know the answer.

      This was supposed to be my game. Sebastian was the powerful one. He was the one who could protect us physically. The hunt had been his area of expertise, but this should have been mine.

      And yet I did not know the answer.

      I was failing us both.

      The queen must have seen my despair, because a horrible laugh like a hyena’s cackle left her lips. She didn’t even bother asking me for an answer before turning to Sebastian.

      “Do you know, son of my blood?” she asked. “Or do you accept your… failure?”

      Sebastian’s throat bobbed, and his grip tightened. I couldn’t feel my fingers anymore, but it didn’t matter, because time was running out.

      “Hurry up,” the queen taunted.

      Closing my eyes, I shut out the sight of her cruel face as I forced myself to breathe. To think.

      If we failed, it would be the end.

      Our lives would be over, and…

      My eyes flew open.

      “Death,” I whispered, meeting the queen’s eyes.

      Her countenance hardened, and she glared at me. “What?” she snapped.

      The tone of her voice gave me confidence, and I straightened my back. “I said, the answer to your riddle is death.”

      Queen Marguerite blanched, and she peeled back her red lips. The ruby shone, seeming to suck the light out of the room as she moved toward me. Shadows leaked out of her, and her wings appeared with an audible snap.

      This was the first time I had seen the queen look anything but calm, composed, or indifferent.

      She sneered. “You little bitch—”

      “Luna’s right.” Sebastian’s voice was loud as he pulled me back. I fell against the safety of his chest, wishing we were anywhere but here. “The answer is death, is it not, Mother?”

      I had never seen anyone as angry as Queen Marguerite was right now. A shadow darkened her brow, but her eyes were still visible. Murder flashed in them. Her jaw flexed, and even her cheekbones were sharper, more menacing.

      There was not a trace of beauty left on her face. Now, she was the embodiment of the dark, scary monsters that every small child in Ipotha feared. The kind of monster that lurked in nightmares, that prowled by the light of the moon.

      The kind of monster I had thought Sebastian was.

      Even the two fae stepped back from the queen, glancing nervously between themselves.

      No one spoke, but the bloodthirsty vampires in the crowd leaned forward, as though they could taste the violence in the air.

      “She is right,” Queen Marguerite clipped after a moment. “The answer is death.”

      I should have been happy about this. I was right. We weren’t going to die.

      Instead, I felt nothing but fear in this vampire’s presence.

      The queen leaned in so close, I could see into the depths of the empty pits that were her eyes. Perhaps at one point, they had housed life, but now there was nothing but evil and violence.

      “Remember that, my children.” Queen Marguerite reached out, running a sharp nail over my cheek before doing the same to Sebastian. “Death is always the answer.”

      She shadowed back to her throne, and Sebastian led me back to our seats.

      The rest of the game went by in a blur. Trin and Rosalie asked more questions. More answers were given. The queen’s words echoed through my mind, and I heard nothing else.

      Death is always the answer.

      Whose death? Ours? Hers? Everyone else’s?

      By the time the hourglass ran out, four vampires, two shifters, and a pair of witches lost their lives.

      So much death, and for what? What good was this?

      Death is always the answer.
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      Sebastian and I left as soon as the trial was over, moving through the Void back to the cabin.

      The floorboards creaked beneath my feet as I stumbled out of the shadows. My legs trembled when I took the last few steps to the bed. I slumped onto the mattress, my last bit of energy draining out of me like the sand had dripped down the hourglass earlier.

      My brain hurt, my shoulders ached, and my feet throbbed. Rolling over, I stared at the ceiling. It was dark, but it didn’t matter.

      Sebastian just sank to the floor, staring at his hands.

      For a long time, neither of us moved.

      Eventually, he spoke. “I think Mother wants to kill you.” His voice was pained, and he sounded like he couldn’t believe it.

      Rolling off the bed, I crawled over to him and put my head on his shoulder. The muscle in his jaw was working, and he rubbed a hand over his face.

      “Do you think she knows about the harbinger and the Sunwalker?” Between Keven’s vision and the Solmnian texts, I was certain it meant something important.

      He groaned, his head falling back against the wall. “I don’t know. Maybe?”

      “I don’t know what I did wrong.” Ever since I came here, I tried to do everything right. I did my duty. I married Sebastian. I tried to be a good princess. For the most part, I’d even tried to stay quiet and out of the way. Why did the queen hate me?

      I must have said the last question out loud because Sebastian answered.

      “I think she resents that I Made you.” He slammed a fist into the ground, and anger pulsed off him in waves. “It all goes back to the gods-damned Tether. Ciro’s death was not drawn out enough for the pain he has caused. I should have made him suffer for days for what he did.”

      Sebastian’s declaration should have bothered me, but it didn’t. Instead, I found it all strangely heartwarming. Sebastian loved me and he would do anything for me. He was a predator—but he was my predator.

      Sighing, I leaned against Sebastian and listened to the steady, slow rhythm of his heart.

      “I thought we were going to die today,” I admitted softly. Just like Julieta. Like my family.

      Death surrounded me in this frozen place.

      I had grieved so much that I did not remember what life felt like without its heavy weight.

      Eventually, muscular arms wrapped around me, and Sebastian stood. He carried me over to the bed, climbed beneath the covers with his clothes on, and drew the blanket around us.

      “I won’t let her win,” he said after a few minutes. “No matter what, I won’t let you die.”

      His words warmed me from the inside out, and even though I was exhausted, I shifted in his arms and kissed him. “Haven’t you learned yet, prince of mine?”

      His response was sleepy. “Learned what?”

      “Death can’t keep us apart. No matter what happens, I will always find you.” I pressed my lips against the Binding Mark on his wrist. “I love you.”
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      The first thing I felt was the strange kiss of something warm on my skin. It was so foreign that for a moment I just basked in the warmth running over my flesh. I hadn’t felt anything like this since coming to this land of eternal ice and snow.

      Slowly, I slit open my eyes, expecting murky blackness. Maybe a few twinkling stars or a sliver of moonlight.

      Not… this.

      Brilliant, vibrant yellow shards of sunlight seared into my retinas. I shrieked, holding my arm over my face, and crawled back.

      Sunlight was death to vampires.

      My heart thundered in my chest as I looked down, expecting to see bright red blisters on my flesh. To feel my skin being burned from my skin. For agonizing pain to erupt from within.

      Except none of that happened.

      My skin was smooth, a touch paler than it used to be, but it was unblemished.

      I was… fine.

      What was happening?

      The scientist in me needed to collect all the facts. Running the tip of my tongue experimentally over my teeth, I felt my sharp fangs. They were still there. Next, I pulled up the sleeve of my dress. The Binding Mark was still present, and a quick glance inward confirmed the shadows sung in my veins.

      I looked up, thinking the sun had been a figment of my imagination, but it remained in the sky, its bright light shimmering through the canopy of leaves. The trees wore white and snow blanketed everything in sight. Flakes fell leisurely from the sky, but I didn’t feel cold.

      My senses were still as strong as they’d been since the day I was Made, and that blood hunger was still present in my stomach.

      Science said I was still a vampire.

      But I was outside, and it was daytime.

      What was happening?

      Pushing myself to my feet, I took an unsteady step forward.

      “Hello?”

      No answer.

      Three more steps, and I leaned against a tree. “Is anyone there?”

      Turning in a slow circle, something caught my eye. The space between two trees shimmered with golden specks, and I took a stumbling step back. The gold solidified, and then a lithe, nude female stepped out of the air.

      Her obsidian locks fell in cascading waves to her thighs, covering her nakedness, and her eyes were completely black—like mine. She was so beautiful that it hurt to look at her. Her skin was taupe, smooth, and completely flawless. Her lips tilted up, revealing two sharp, pointed fangs.

      “Greetings, Luna Montquartier.” The being’s voice was ethereal and powerful, and it echoed with ancient power.

      Goosebumps erupted on my skin as I stared at her. “Who are you?”

      “You know who I am,” she replied in that eternal voice.

      I studied her carefully for a moment before a memory locked into place. “Isvana?”

      The goddess grinned. “Yes, my child.”

      “This is a dream,” I told her. There was no other explanation. Gods did not meet with mortals in real life. Even if I wasn’t exactly mortal anymore, there was no way this was real.

      “Not quite,” Isvana said.

      I shook my head. “I think it is.”

      Isvana laughed. The sound reminded me of an owl’s hoot, long and loud and yet somehow still beautiful. It fit this goddess of the night perfectly. “I would beg to differ, Princess. After all, we are talking right now.”

      “There’s a simple explanation for all this.” I gestured to the sunlit forest.

      Isvana flicked her hair over her shoulder, amusement dancing on her face. “Oh? Do tell.”

      “I’m hallucinating,” I said. “Scientifically speaking, it’s the most obvious answer. I’ve never heard of anyone speaking face-to-face with a god. It’s doubtful that this would be real. However, hallucinations definitely occur. There have been several studies linking it to specific circumstances, such as stress. As I’m sure you’re aware, since you’re a figment of my imagination, the events of the past few months have been incredibly stressful.”

      The goddess raised a perfectly manicured brow. “If it eases your mind to believe this is not real, daughter of my blood, then so be it.”

      A raven cawed, and I looked up as the bird swooped toward us and landed on Isvana’s bare shoulder. Its claws dug into her skin, and a bead of red blood flowed down her flesh.

      That seemed painful, and yet she did not flinch. Another reason to believe this was all a dream.

      “Might I inquire on the purpose of your visit, Isvana?”

      “I have been watching you.” She smiled. “You are strong, Luna Montquartier. When difficulties and strife present themselves, you have faced them head-on.”

      “That’s an interesting way to describe my mother-in-law’s desire to kill me,” I grumbled.

      The moment the words left my lips, I took a stumbling step back.

      Shit.

      Why was I always speaking so rudely to people who were in a position to hurt me? Even if this was just a dream, it didn’t seem wise to talk back to a goddess in any realm, waking or sleeping.

      Isvana blinked, her expression so owl-like that for a moment I forgot she was a vampire. “I had heard rumors of your mouthiness, but I must admit, I hadn’t believed them.”

      My heart thundered in my chest, and I dipped into a low curtsy. “Please accept my deepest apologies,” I said sincerely, even as my lungs grew so tight that breathing became difficult. “My mouth seems to have a mind of its own.”

      The goddess studied me for a moment and her raven cawed again. “It certainly does. Luckily for you, I like it.”

      It was my turn to blink. “You do?”

      “I do.” Isvana held out her hand between us.

      I stared at it for a moment before placing my hand in hers. She squeezed my fingers, and a jolt ran through me. My lungs loosened, taking in deep breaths, and my heart steadied to a normal rhythm.

      “There will be more trials in your future, daughter of the moon.” Isvana watched me with enormous eyes, as though she was judging my reaction.

      “Just what every girl wants to hear,” I said before I could stop myself.

      The goddess’s lips twitched. “Though it is not encouraging news, keep this in mind: there is hope for you and your prince. Stay on the path of light, and you will find freedom.”

      My brows furrowed. “The path of light?”

      Isvana glanced up at the sun before turning back to me and grinning. “You know what I am saying, Luna.”

      She clasped my hand and slipped something into my palm as she whispered in my ear.

      “But—”

      She shook her head. “This is not goodbye, Princess, but simply a farewell. We will meet again.”
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      A soft, feminine gasp pulled me from sleep, and I jolted upward. I drew my shadows out of my veins instinctively, but when I opened my eyes, we were alone. Luna kneeled on the bed; her wings spread behind her as she stared at her closed palm as though it held all the secrets of the world.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, my voice still rough from sleep.

      Luna glanced at me. “I had… a dream.” Her brows furrowed. “At least, I thought it was a dream. I don’t…”

      “Was it a nightmare?” The last word escaped me on a growl, and I reached for Luna, drawing her against me. I was far too familiar with those. These days, my nightmares all seemed to revolve around losing my wife.

      “Dreams aren’t real,” she whispered, shaking her head. “They can’t be real.”

      “I know that.” My brows furrowed. Had Luna hit her head while I was asleep? “Are you hurt? I can take you to see a witch. If you need—”

      “No.” She stared at her closed palm. “I don’t need a healer.”

      I shifted her off me, running my hands over her arms. “Darling, if you’re sick—”

      “I think…” she whispered, her voice so quiet I had to strain to hear it. “I think I just met Isvana.”

      My eyes widened, and my own wings snapped out. I opened my mouth, but Luna shook her head.

      “I know how this sounds, Sebastian. I’m fully aware that it’s ludicrous. Meeting people—meeting gods—in dreams is not a common occurrence. Kydona help me, but it’s not even scientifically plausible. But I am telling you that I met Isvana. I saw her, and I spoke to her. She stood before me, and she gave me this.”

      Luna unfurled her fist. Resting in the middle of her palm, no bigger than a fingernail, was a single teardrop seed. Like a jewel, it was the color of spilled blood with a thin black line running down the middle.

      It seemed to pulse with dark energy, and I could have sworn my shadows were pulling me toward it.

      “Where did you get this?” I asked.

      “The dream.” She tilted her head, her voice sounding funny. “It wasn’t a dream.”

      Confusion ran through me, and I narrowed my eyes. “Luna—”

      “I have to plant it.” Getting off the bed, she drew in her wings and wrapped a dark gray shawl around her shoulders.

      She was halfway down the stairs, nearing the endpoint of the Tether, before her words sank in.

      Terror and alarm pulsed through me as I glanced at the clock.

      It was still midday.

      I yanked on my shadows.

      “No!” I yelled. “Stop!” I shot through the Void, coming out at the base of the stairs. Luna stared at me, gripping the seed in her hand. “You can’t go outside.”

      She blinked. “I must. Isvana told me to plant this.”

      A growl rumbled through me, and the railing cracked beneath my grip. “I will not allow it.”

      That was the wrong thing to say.

      Shadows leaked from Luna, and fierce determination flashed across her face.

      “You. Won’t. Allow. It?” Her words were clipped, and her face reddened.

      “No,” I snapped. “Goddess or not, you cannot go outside!”

      “You’re wrong, Sebastian.” She snarled at me with all the force of our kind. “Let me pass.”

      I growled back at her. “I’ve been a vampire far longer than you, Luna. What are you proposing? That you go for a little jaunt in the sun to plant your seed?”

      Her eyes widened, and I saw the truth in them. That was exactly what she planned. How could she? Didn’t she know it was certain death? Did she not care?

      My stomach twisted, and my voice was deeper when I continued. “I’ve sentenced our kind to burn in the sun. I think I know what I’m talking about.”

      “You’re wrong about this,” she insisted.

      “No, I’m not.” Both railings snapped beneath my grip, but she did not move. “Do you want to know what happens to a vampire when they burn in the sun, Luna?”

      She glared at me defiantly, so I kept going.

      “First, their skin sizzles. It crackles and spits, as the smoky scent of burned flesh rises in the air.”

      A tremor ran through her.

      “That’s not the worst part.” I stared at her, hoping my words were hitting their mark. “After the vampire’s flesh burns off, they’re still alive, Luna. They’re alive until fire erupts from within them, burning them from the inside out. It’s not a quick death. It’s not kind. Dying by the sun is reserved for only the worst of our kind. It is horrible, filled with so much agony and torment, you can’t even imagine it.”

      Her chest heaved. “I know.”

      “You don’t know,” I snapped. Shadows leaked from me, but right now, I couldn’t stop them. Memories of screaming vampires begging for their mortal mothers as the sun destroyed them haunted me. “No one can truly know how utterly deadly the sun is to vampires until they witness the horrors it can bring.”

      For a short eternity, Luna did not speak. She just studied me, as though she were drinking in every detail of my face. Then she whispered, “I’m a scientist, Sebastian. I have to see for myself.”

      Her words settled into me, and before I could stop her, Luna disappeared in a puff of shadows.

      I screamed, racing after her. I didn’t stop to consider the consequences as I ran in a blur to the door. The moment I pulled it open, warm, bright sunlight slammed into me as if it had been waiting for me all this time.

      The rays touched my flesh. My skin sizzled and burned and popped under the kiss of death. I cried out and the yell became a mangled groan as I took one step, then two.

      My heart thundered. My lungs grew tight. Shadows poured out of me at an alarming rate, trying to protect me from the sun, but their impact was minimal.

      My skin burned.

      Every single agonizing moment stretched forever.

      All I could think about was Luna.

      I couldn’t lose her.

      Not to this.

      Maybe I could get her inside.

      Maybe I could stop her from dying.

      “Luna!” I yelled, even as fire kindled within me.

      Where was she?

      I called her again and again.

      My voice grew weaker each time.

      Searing sunshine made quick work of my skin.

      My heart shattered as the flames within me burned harder and faster.

      I was dying too quickly. I wouldn’t find her in time.

      “Get inside!” I screamed, turning in a circle as I searched for my wife.

      One last look. That’s all I wanted. Luna was my entire world.

      She had taken me and pieced together the broken shards of my soul. With her, I felt complete.

      “Luna.” Her name was little more than a prayer as I turned one last time.

      All I saw was snow and ice and the bright yellow sun. Black edged my vision, and I fell to my knees.

      Snow instantly soaked through the cloth of my breeches, but it did nothing to ease the fire burning with me.

      My blood seared my veins, my head pounded, and my heart slowed.

      This was the end.

      And then I remembered the Tether.

      No.

      If I died, I would take her with me.

      I roared.

      Birds shrieked, flying up from their perches in the nearby trees into the sky.

      Animals ran away.

      Still, my wife did not appear.

      I fought against what was already happening within me, but it was no use. Murky blackness drew me in.

      It was not kind or gentle or calm.

      It was burning, searing, agonizing, life-ending.

      That’s when I knew.

      This would be the end for us both.
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        * * *

      

      “You don’t get to die on me just because you’re a ridiculously stubborn old vampire who doesn’t know when to listen to his wife.” That voice echoed in the deepest part of me.

      I tried to move, but fire raged within me.

      Fabric tore, and moments later, the sweet smell of blood reached my nose. My eyes were shut, but they didn’t need to be open to know my wife was nearby.

      “Drink,” Luna commanded, her voice harder than I had ever heard it. “Then we need to talk.”

      A retort rose to the tip of my tongue, but as soon as I opened my mouth to respond, she shoved her wrist at me.

      The first drop of her blood was life-giving. A groan escaped me as I drank, pulling as much of her blood into me as I could manage. The fire slowly died down, my body knitting itself back together from the inside out.

      When I no longer felt like a walking torch, I released her wrist.

      “Talk,” she said.

      Gods, she was bossy right now.

      Groaning, I pulled myself up. Or at least, I tried to. In reality, I lifted my head off the ground, making it a few inches before overwhelming dizziness and pain stopped me.

      “Bad idea,” I mumbled, letting my head fall back against the ground.

      “Yes, that was a bad idea,” she snapped.

      I opened my eyes a sliver, just in time to see her face right in front of mine.

      Luna’s fangs were on full display as she snarled at me. Her face was red, her nostrils were flared, and crimson tears ran down her face.

      “What were you thinking, Sebastian?” She rubbed her sleeve over her cheeks, streaking the blood.

      “What was I thinking? What were you thinking? You went outside,” I said accusingly.

      She looked exasperated. “I told you, Isvana said I had to plant the seed.”

      “The sun—”

      “Did nothing to me!”

      My eyes flew open the rest of the way, and I stared at her.

      She was right. Her hair was disheveled, and her face was contorted in anger, but she looked the same as she had before she shadowed outside.

      “That’s not… no one… the sun is deadly.” I forced the last words out even as breathing became more difficult.

      The fire returned, and it burned even hotter. My vision went black once more, and my eyes rolled into the back of my head.
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        * * *

      

      The next time I woke, I was in bed. The pain wasn’t as bad this time, and the dizziness was gone. Luna was resting next to me, and I looked down. My shirt was nowhere in sight, and a sheet was the only thing covering my lower half.

      “I had to make sure the burns healed,” she mumbled.

      “Burns?” My skin looked untouched. Normal. If I didn’t have a distinct memory of running out into the sun and feeling that deadly warmth on my skin, I would have thought it all a dream.

      She nodded. The anger from earlier was gone, and in its place, heavy bags hung beneath her eyes. “Your skin…” She shuddered. “When I got to you, Sebastian, you were moments away from dying.” Her lip quivered, and the sight hurt my heart more than the sun ever had. “I told you I would be fine, but you didn’t listen. Instead, you almost killed us both.”

      I winced, then hissed at the sudden throbbing in my head. I might have looked fine, but my body was apparently willing to protest every little movement.

      Letting my head fall back against the mountain of pillows, I sought her hand. Her fingers wrapped tightly around mine, and I lifted them to my lips, pressing a feather-light kiss to her knuckles. “I’m sorry, Luna.”

      “I was so scared.” Her voice was little more than a whisper as she glanced at me. “I didn’t…” Tears ran down her cheeks, and she angrily rubbed them away. “Why did you do it?”

      I didn’t need any time to think about my answer. It came to the tip of my tongue as easily as my lungs drew breath.

      “You’re mine,” I whispered. “I love you more than life or death itself, darling. You are the air that I breathe, the blood in my veins, the light to my darkness. You are my life, Luna.” I squeezed her hand. “I would do anything for you.”

      She returned the words, her thumb skating over my flesh. “I was so worried about you.”

      “Don’t you know, my love? I will follow you anywhere. Even out into the sun.”

      She rubbed her temples. “I should have known you’d want to come. I just… I thought…” Her shoulders drooped. “I don’t know how to be a good wife, Sebastian.”

      My brows furrowed, unsure of where this change in topic came from. “You’re—”

      She held up a hand, silencing me. “I’ve never… I read romance books and scientific texts. None of them cover what to do after you’re in a relationship. I realize I’m not the best at communicating when I get lost in my head. It seems like I missed a few steps between telling you I saw Isvana and going outside.”

      “It was foolish,” I growled.

      Luna had the decency to look sheepish. “It’s just… between the kidnappers and the prophecy calling me the Sunwalker, I was fairly confident in my hypothesis. Then when Isvana came to me and gave me the seed…” Her voice trailed off and she shrugged. “It seemed like there was a fairly high probability that I wouldn’t die.”

      A fairly high probability.

      I was torn between incredible anger that she would risk her life based on a theory and awe that she had so much confidence in science.

      Sitting up, I wrapped her in my arms. “I’m still furious with you.”

      Luna did not pull away. “I know. I would be angry with me, too.”

      Somehow, that made me feel better.

      After a few minutes, she mumbled against my chest, “If it helps at all, my theory was correct.”

      “Oh?”

      She drew back, a serious look on her face. “I stood beneath the sun, Sebastian. I felt its warming rays on my skin, and I survived.”

      Silence stretched between us as my mind whirled with the implications of what Luna was saying. Of what she did. There was no denying it.

      Not anymore.

      Somehow, Luna was moon blessed and capable of walking in the sun.

      It was unheard of.

      “I planted the seed in the small garden on the eastern side of the cabin,” she said after a few minutes. “I don’t know what kind of plant it is or how long it will take to grow, but the seed is in the ground.”

      “And you’re alive.” I held her tight, pressing my lips against her hair. “We’re both alive.”

      Somehow, everything else faded into insignificance.

      As long as we were together, we would survive anything that came our way.
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      Sebastian refused to let me out of his sight. I didn’t exactly blame him, because I may have been a smidge foolish in risking my life by going outside without giving my actions enough thought. It was just that after I woke up from the dream, I had been so convinced by Isvana’s words and the weight of the small seed in my hand that I hadn’t stopped to consider the consequences of my actions.

      I didn’t think he would follow me into the sun.

      The memory of Sebastian kneeling in the snow, his flesh burning off him, would be forever seared into my mind.

      Four days had passed since then, and Sebastian was eyeing me as we sat on the couch, sipping coffee. He barely even blinked, as if he thought I would get up and do something stupid if he looked away for even a moment.

      Dorothea had been by earlier, and this time, I hadn’t even tried to kill her.

      Progress and all that.

      There was no news from Phyrra. I held onto hope that Marius was alive, but it was getting more difficult each day. Every night, I looked at the dirt where I planted the seed and prayed that it would grow.

      So far, nothing happened.

      Even so, I wouldn’t give up.

      “What do you want to do tonight?” I asked when my coffee mug was empty.

      Sebastian raised a brow. “Do you mean, other than trying to keep you alive?”

      I groaned. “I promise I won’t test any more hypotheses without your express approval, oh dark prince.”

      Sebastian growled, and I knew he didn’t appreciate my tone. “Luna—”

      A knock came from the cabin door, and Sebastian jumped to his feet. Sending me a look that expressly said, stay here, he shadowed over and opened the door.

      “Rhain?” Surprise was evident in Sebastian’s voice. “What are you doing here?”

      Ignoring the silent order to stay put—I was still in the cabin, after all—I moved through the Void and peered around Sebastian.

      “Do you have news about Marius?” I asked hopefully.

      Sebastian looked over his shoulder at me, glowering. “Luna—”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t.” The spy shook his head, and it was only then that I noticed the scent of smoke drifting off him. He pushed down the hood of his cloak, revealing disheveled hair and a strange white substance dusting his locks. His eyes were wide as he looked between Sebastian and me, and a tremor ran through his voice.

      “You need to come, Prince.” Rhain took a deep breath, and my stomach twisted as I got a closer look at the dust in his hair.

      It wasn’t dust at all.

      It was ash.

      Rhain confirmed my theory moments later. “Rivin is on fire.”
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        * * *

      

      Thick, billowing smoke filled the night sky, blocking out the stars and the faint moonlight. The scent of burning wood, ash, and something so horrible I refused to put a name to it filled my nose. The air was heavy, thick, and choking, and I could barely breathe as we approached Rivin on foot.

      An eerie hush enveloped us in a stillness so profound that even the gentlest whispers of the wintery wind ceased to be heard.

      Death was in this place.

      Sebastian’s hand squeezed mine, keeping me at his side despite my intrinsic desire to fly away from the flames and never return. He had shadowed the three of us to the forest near Rivin, but without knowing the state of the fire, we needed to go the rest of the way on foot.

      We came to a stop at the top of the hill, just outside the remnants of the town. Red and orange flames licked at ruined buildings, ash and soot filled the air, and trails of smoke, like twisted fingers, climbed into the sky, leaving behind death and destruction.

      Fire had reduced the once-beautiful town to a smoldering heap of rubble. Embers cracked and burning wood popped, a reminder of the destruction that had swept through the entire city.

      A vise was around my chest, making breathing next to impossible. My legs trembled, and I fell to my knees, digging my fingers into the snow. Was this what my childhood home had looked like when it burned? Had it smelled like this?

      I thought I had the grief under control. I thought I was strong enough.

      Apparently, I was wrong.

      My heart twisted, and grief ripped through me like a tidal wave. Before I knew it, a keening wail escaped my lips.

      Fire burned. It killed. It destroyed my family, just like it destroyed Rivin.

      How could I have ever missed fire? How could I have stared longingly into the empty hearths in Castle Sanguis, wishing for flames? I had forgotten fire could be so destructive, that it took away as much as it gave. I had forgotten that it stole as many lives as it saved.

      My chest burned, and I rubbed a fist over it. Grief was powerful, and my eyes stung as tears threatened to fall.

      No.

      This was not the time. I couldn’t break. Not yet. Not right now.

      Taking deep, shuddering breaths, I refused to let the grief win.

      A familiar, warm hand landed on my shoulder. Sebastian was a silent presence as I shook.

      I had to pull myself together. I needed to push the grief away so I could deal with it another day.

      Breathe.

      It was only after I had forced my sorrow into a little box, shoving it aside to deal with at another time, that I realized something.

      This place was far too quiet. Too still.

      Standing, I took Sebastian’s hand and turned to him. “Where are the people?”

      He looked at me, surprised. “What?”

      “The people. The villagers.” I looked between the burning remains of the village and Sebastian. “Where are they?”

      Both of us looked at Rhain, and his mouth pinched in a line. “When I got here…” The spy shook his head. “I could only find a few of them.”

      “Take us to them immediately,” Sebastian commanded.

      Rhain led us through the blackened trees towards a grove of thick trees. There, a dozen soot-covered vampires were huddled together.

      “What happened?” Sebastian asked.

      I recognized this voice. It was his princely one, the one that overflowed with authority and power, the one that commanded respect. When he spoke like this, there wasn’t a soul on this planet that would ever think of disobeying him.

      One of the vampires stood. Her ragged, brown dress was little more than tatters hanging over her body, and she hugged her arms around herself. “It was… I don’t… They were…”

      “Who was it?” Sebastian asked the group when it became clear the first vampire couldn’t answer.

      “Humans,” another vampire said, rising to his feet. “They wore the queen’s livery.”

      “What?” I asked, at the same time that Sebastian said, “Are you sure it was the queen’s? She’s always left Rivin alone.”

      “Not anymore,” the first vampire said, having regained her voice. “Or maybe the humans stole them. Either way, it doesn’t matter. They came in the middle of the day, setting fire to it all.”

      The vampire kept talking, but I barely heard her as visions of flaming death filled my mind.

      By the time the people of Rivin would have realized what was happening, it would have been too late. Their choices would have been to burn in their homes or die by the sun.

      Not really a choice at all.

      My heart shattered at the thought. My hands shook, and those tears threatened to breach the dam I’d built and flood down my cheeks. The vampires of Rivin were the first ones I ever met who held an intrinsic respect for life, and in return, their lives were stolen from them.

      “How did you survive?” I asked the rag-tag group.

      Another vampire, this one with skin as dark as the night, whispered, “My husband and I have lived here for many decades. We built a tunnel from our home into the forest. We’d hoped we never would have needed it, but…”

      “You saved our lives, Aurelie.” This came from the smallest vampire, who appeared to be barely out of his teens. His ash-covered form trembled as he leaned against the tree trunk behind him. “If you hadn’t, we’d be dead too.”

      I thought I knew the answer, but still, I needed to ask. “Were there any other survivors?”

      Their faces twisted, confirming what I already suspected.

      Aurelie’s eyes were heavy. “Émile left for Brinwall, our sister village in the south, three days ago. He’s the only… the others… they’re dead.” Her voice cracked on the last word and she sobbed, pressing her face against her husband’s tunic.

      Sebastian cursed, and anger radiated off him in waves. He swore to avenge the lives lost in this place, and after that, we spent hours combing through the smoking rubble, just to be sure.

      Aurelie was right. There were no other survivors. Just death, everywhere we looked.

      Eventually, we had to leave. Sebastian shadowed the survivors to Shadowmere Abbey, where Zephyra promised to look after them.

      Then he came back for me.

      Dawn was coming, and Sebastian couldn’t stay out in the sun.

      That night, the destruction of the village weighed heavily on my mind.

      Eleyta was not a safe place, even for vampires.
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        * * *

      

      “Be still, Luna.” Sebastian’s breath brushed the shell of my ear, and I shivered.

      Forcing myself to stop fidgeting, I turned to look at him instead.

      “I can’t help it,” I hissed.

      I’d been unable to stay in one place since we woke up. My stomach was in knots and nerves had taken up residency within me the moment we’d shadowed into Castle Sanguis.

      Queen Marguerite had shown herself to be far more dangerous than I had ever thought—and that was saying a lot, since I already suspected she was evil. I was certain she was responsible for the destruction of Rivin and for my family’s deaths. Coupled with the barely veiled attempt to kill us during the second trial, it was no surprise I was not looking forward to tonight’s game.

      But Sebastian had promised we’d attend, so here we were.

      I wasn’t the only one nervous today. High-pitched whispers were being passed around by the other remaining contestants in the queen’s tournament, and the air was heavy with a sense of impending doom.

      The full moon shone a bright spotlight on the long wooden table erected on the snow by the front gates of Castle Sanguis. Covered in a cornucopia of plants, the tabletop was barely visible.

      At any other time, I would have been in heaven, being surrounded by so many plants. But this was not a normal time, and this was not a normal event.

      Running my hands over my black dress, I smoothed out invisible wrinkles as I stared at the empty throne. This gown, like the others I’d worn during this tournament, was a “gift” from the queen. The back of this garment was so high, there was no way I could have released my wings even if I wanted to.

      The queen’s message was unmistakable: everything I did, including shifting into my winged form, was only done at her pleasure.

      I hated her. I had never truly hated anyone before, but I hated Queen Marguerite. To be honest, I wasn’t even ashamed of the fact. She made it easy to hate her.

      I hated her for the way she treated my husband. I hated her for her blatant disregard for human lives. For the so-called Favorites she used and abused. I hated her for the way she made me feel like I was worthless just because I wasn’t hundreds of years old. I hated her because she was forcing us to participate in this deadly tournament, and I hated her because we might die in her games. I hated her for the destruction of Rivin, and I hated her because my family was dead, and I hadn’t been able to mourn them.

      Right now, I hated her because she was late, forcing us all to wait in the cold. During the first two trials, she had been there from the start. Tonight, one of the Favorites had been waiting when we arrived, letting us know in her monotone voice that the queen was detained. A Fortune Elf had an urgent vision for the queen about the coming darkness, she said, but Her Majesty would join the festivities as soon as possible.

      An hour had passed, and she still wasn’t here.

      The sight of the empty throne presiding over the long table was ominous and only served to deepen my anxiety. My mind was a cycle of miserable thoughts, moving between grief over my family’s death and the destruction of Rivin.

      Death and fire and the queen. They were all linked, somehow.

      Trumpets sounded, drawing me out of my thoughts. Next to me, Sebastian stiffened. His thumb ran over the Binding Mark on my wrist, a silent show of support. Shadows pooled over the throne, and my heart thudded. The dark magic within my own veins pulsed at the sign of the queen’s power, and within moments, my mother-in-law reclined on her throne. Like me, she wore black, but her dress was ornamental and elaborate, with a long train made of yards of fabric.

      Picking at the red ruby with nails the color of ink, Queen Marguerite’s obsidian gaze searched the crowd until they found mine.

      She glared at me with so much unveiled malice that my blood turned cold. I gulped, stepping closer to Sebastian.

      The queen did not so much as blink as her lips tilted up into a morbid semblance of a smile.

      “Welcome, all, to the third and final game of my tournament.” There was no warmth in either her voice or her countenance. “Personally, I think this will be the most entertaining game of them all.”

      Shivers ran down my spine.

      I had a terrible feeling about this.

      Queen Marguerite clapped her hands, and two identical witches dressed in forest-green tunics and trousers appeared out of a puff of blue ribbons at the head of the table. The only differentiating factor between the two was their bracelets: one was red and the other was white.

      They turned and bowed to the queen. “We thank you for hosting us,” the twins said at the same time.

      “I am overjoyed to have you here.” Gesturing to the table, Queen Marguerite demanded, “Please explain the rules to my guests.”

      Once again, the queen’s deadly gaze met mine. I fought the urge to shrink beneath it, especially when she said, “We wouldn’t want any misunderstandings about how things are run or who is in charge.”

      My stomach twisted beneath her steely attention. The only reason I didn’t collapse was Sebastian’s hand against mine, squeezing tightly.

      The twins stepped forward, resting their hands on the table. “This is a trial like no other,” they said, their voices at once harmonious and macabre. “Already, we have tested your strength and your wit. Tonight, we will evaluate your wisdom.”

      They paused, looking at each other before they directed two malicious grins at the crowd.

      “Four pairs shall not live to see another night,” the witches proclaimed. “The rest shall receive Her Majesty’s favor, holding places of honor during the feast tomorrow night.”

      Gasps ran through the crowd, but I couldn’t move. Ice ran through my veins. Time seemed to slow as I processed the rules of this trial.

      Four pairs.

      Eight lives.

      And for what?

      Sebastian had told me his theory, that Queen Marguerite was upset he Made me without her permission, and this was her twisted sense of retaliation. I got the distinct sense that she didn’t care if we lived or died.

      That alone would have been enough to turn my stomach, but knowing others were dying because of me made things even worse.

      How many more deaths would I have to bear on my conscience?

      I didn’t think my soul could take many more.

      The audience wasn’t frozen at all. They chattered among themselves, their words an equal mixture of nervousness and excitement.

      “Four!”

      “So many deaths.”

      Someone laughed. “I’m glad we have a front-row seat.”

      “Thank Ithiar I wasn’t chosen to participate.”

      “Shh, it’s starting.”

      The witches raised their hands, and instantly, silence fell. As one, they gestured to the table, as though they were showing it off.

      I rose on my tiptoes, trying to get a closer look.

      “We have gathered plants from all over the Four Kingdoms,” they said at the same time. “Though they are all beautiful, they are not all safe for consumption.”

      A tense murmur went through the crowd, and a chill crawled down my spine. I drew in a sharp breath, and Sebastian wrapped his arm around me, pulling me close. Though he did not speak, his presence brought a sense of peace I desperately needed.

      The twins each raised a hand towards the heavens as they chanted, “Some are poisonous, others are not. A few are sweet, others taste of death. Several will delight, some are certain to kill.”

      The lub-dub of my heart roared in my ears, matching the frantic pulsing of the shadows in my veins. My back itched, and I wished I could release my wings.

      This was the worst of the three trials.

      It felt personal in a way that the others hadn’t. Botany was my favorite form of science. Not that there was anything wrong with the other branches of science, they were all beautiful in their formulaic simplicity. In science, like in mathematics, you could ask questions and find answers. If you did things correctly, you would see results. You could make educated guesses, follow hypotheses, and conduct research. Science did not talk back, nor did it leave room for opinions.

      Usually, I loved science. But right now, it was poised to kill us.

      The witches continued speaking, extolling on the various origins of the plants, until finally, it was time. A servant walked up the dais, handing the twins a wooden container that was remarkably similar to the one Trin and Rosalie had used during the game of riddles, before disappearing off to the side.

      The witch wearing the red bracelet opened the lid, and the other reached inside, withdrawing a piece of paper. They read it, then looked at the crowd.

      “Up first, the prince and his wife,” the twins said in unison.

      My stomach sank, and my legs shook as we walked to the table. There was nothing good about going first. The more times we were called up, the more chances we had of choosing incorrectly.

      There was no smattering of applause as approached the selection of plants and flowers. The silence was deafening, and the slow pounding of my heart was the only sound I could hear.

      “What do you think, Luna?” Sebastian’s voice was low as we drew near, his words meant only for my ears.

      I scanned the plants, looking for any that were familiar. The rainbow was represented on the table today. Some plants were a green so dark they were almost black, while others were vibrant pinks and blues. There were even some that were more muted, greens so light they were almost white. Some were as large as my head, while others had leaves the size of my fingernails.

      “There’s so many…” My voice trailed off, and I glanced at the witches, my brows furrowing. “Can we touch them?”

      Nodding, they spoke in unison. “You may touch, smell, even and bend down to listen to the plants, if you so choose. But be forewarned: the moment you lift it off the table, you must both eat it.” Their voices raised, and they addressed the gathered crowd. “Even vampires cannot survive the death hiding in plain sight.”

      If their words were meant to inspire fear, they hit their mark.

      I sucked in a sharp breath and nodded.

      The rules echoed in my mind as we walked the length of the table one more time. There were so many plants. So many options.

      It was overwhelming.

      After a few minutes, we both came to a stop in front of a small white flower speckled in pink. Bending, I stared at it as if it could tell me its secrets. The petals were as smooth as silk, and a pleasant aroma tickled my nose when I sniffed it.

      “This one,” I whispered.

      Sebastian crouched beside me. “Are you certain?”

      “I recognize this plant. It’s a symbol of Kydona’s blessing in Ipotha. It usually grows on the plains, and children eat them for snacks. But if you don’t think—”

      He reached out and plucked the flower from the table.

      The crowd gasped.

      “We have made our choice,” Sebastian proclaimed.

      “There are no second chances.” The witches shared a grin. “Eat.”

      Sebastian turned to me as his wings burst out of his back, hiding us from the watching crowd. He ripped off a petal, handing it to me before raising another one to his lips.

      “I love you,” he whispered.

      My heart pounded. This was the right choice. I knew we’d be safe. And yet, my voice still trembled as I breathed, “I love you, Sebastian.”

      My eyes never left his as I dropped the petal on my tongue. It tasted like ash, but that was par for the course when it came to food now that I had been Made.

      Every single second felt like an hour as we waited.

      And waited.

      Nothing happened.

      We both turned to the witches, and they nodded as one.

      Sebastian tugged me away from the table as a servant hurried onto the stage, removing the white flower from the options.

      Two more pairs went and ate without issue. It wasn’t until the third duo had spent over ten minutes scanning the table that I realized something was wrong.

      “You must make a selection,” Queen Marguerite declared. “Or I will pick for you.”

      The contestants stared at each other, shaking their heads back and forth.

      “They don’t know,” I whispered to Sebastian, unable to mask the horror in my voice.

      His hand found mine, and he drew me against his chest. “Don’t watch.” His hand came around the back of my neck, and he pressed my head against his tunic. “You don’t need to see this.”

      I might have been deprived of sight, but I still heard everything.

      “Have you chosen?” the witches asked as one.

      “W-w-we have,” one of the contestants replied.

      “Eat it,” the twins commanded.

      I didn’t need to be watching in order to envision the shaking hands of the competitors as they brought the plants to their lips. Nor did I need to see to understand the meaning of the shrill cries of pain or the deafening silence that followed.

      Sebastian gripped my head, holding me tight against him.

      “One down, three to go,” he said bluntly.

      I couldn’t find it in myself to feel relieved or happy.

      How could I find joy in other people’s death, even if it meant my survival?

      Too soon, we were back on the stage.
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      This time, the selection in front of us had dwindled.

      Once again, Luna picked a plant, and we ate it. This second one tasted no better than the first, but we were still alive.

      For now.

      Time wore on.

      Two more pairs of vampires fell, and I tried to feel bad about their wrong choices. Unfortunately, it was hard to feel sorry for them when it was literally us or them. Especially since I knew these vampires. Their souls were far from pure, and the world would probably be better without them in it.

      But Luna… I could tell she carried the weight of these deaths on her shoulders. Every time someone made a wrong choice, her back slumped further, and more despair came through the bond. She had such a good heart, and she was taking these deaths personally.

      By the third time we were called up to the table, there were fewer than a dozen plants remaining. The odds of our death had dramatically increased, and a sense of dread crawled up my spine like critters skittering over floorboards in the night.

      Luna’s hand trembled in mine as we walked in front of the offerings. Her eyes darted back and forth as she came to a stop in front of two almost identical plants. Both had spiny, mint-green leaves, and the only differentiating factor was a single red line running down the middle of one of them.

      “What are you thinking?” I whispered, keeping my hand on Luna’s lower back as we studied the plants.

      She paused, touching one spiny leaf, then the next. “I know these plants. I read about them when I was looking for Synd…” Luna’s voice trailed off mid-word as she glanced at Mother, who was watching us intently. “When we were in the library. But I can’t remember which one won’t kill us.”

      “Hurry, son of my blood,” Mother called out, not bothering to mask her glee. “You must make a choice.”

      The irony of this moment—of finally being given a choice—was not lost on me.

      The witches alternated between tracking our movements with their beady eyes, and looking into the crowd. Queen Marguerite, on the other hand, wore a smug grin on her lips and stared at us.

      We were running out of time.

      Luna sucked in a breath, and dual sensations of fear and frustration pounded through the Binding Mark.

      “I don’t know.” She turned around, looking up at me. “What do you think, Sebastian? I shouldn’t be making this choice alone.”

      I didn’t miss the fact that Luna was giving me a choice. Even now, when our lives were on the line, she knew how much that meant to me.

      My gut twinged, and something made me look up at the two witches hosting the trial. One was glaring into the crowd, but the other looked directly at me. He wore no expression, but his right brow raised as he met my gaze.

      That was odd.

      My shadows throbbed in my veins, singing a loud song. Keeping them contained, I reached for the plant without the red line, but the witch’s eyes widened. In a movement that was so small that anyone who wasn’t paying attention would have missed it, he shook his head.

      As soon as I moved to the other plant, he stopped.

      Was he helping us? I wasn’t sure why he would do that, but we had to act, and soon.

      Trusting my gut—and the witch with the red bracelet around his wrist—I reached out and plucked the plant. “This one.”

      “All right.” Luna did not hesitate as she took the leaf. “I trust you.”

      Her words meant more to me than she would ever know.

      For the third time that night, I held Luna’s gaze as I placed the leaf on my tongue. It dissolved into an ashy powder, sliding down my throat with effort.

      Silence reigned as no one dared make a sound. Not the crowd, the wind, not even Mother. Every beat of my heart echoed in my ears as the plant took root in our bodies.

      Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, a soft sigh escaped Luna’s lips. Her shoulders relaxed, and she sagged against me. I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding, squeezing her hands as I brushed a kiss over her forehead. I didn’t care who was watching.

      We had survived.

      As Luna and I walked away from the table, giving our place to the next pair, I felt eyes on me. I turned to see Mother glaring at us both. Long black nails tapped the side of her throne, and a menacing aura hung around her.

      Even as the vampires at the table made their choice, Mother didn’t stop watching us. When they chose incorrectly, dropping to the ground and convulsing before falling into a deadly stillness, the queen’s attention remained on us.

      Even when the witches proclaimed the game over, and the crowd cheered, her gaze never left us.

      A shudder ran through me when I met her eyes. Her entire demeanor promised death. It was then that I realized that even if we survived this tournament, this game would never truly be over. Queen Marguerite would never let us live in peace.

      I had Made my wife without the queen’s permission, and she was never going to forgive me.
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        * * *

      

      Once the crowd had dissipated, it was finally time to leave.

      Luna and I stood, and I held her against me as I gathered shadows around me. I was moments away from taking us back to the cabin when a dozen guards surrounded us.

      Glaring at them, I tightened my hold around my wife. “What?” I barked.

      Instead of answering, one of the vampires handed me a note. I read it, scowling, before shoving it at Luna. A long-suffering sigh slipped out of her lips as she scanned the page before she looked up at me.

      “Do we have a choice?”

      Biting back a groan of frustration, I shook my head. “It doesn’t appear so.”

      “Fine.”

      Luna handed me back the note, and I glowered at the offending piece of paper. It had one line of writing on it, but it was enough to ruin my mood.

      
        
        I forbid you from leaving Castle Sanguis.

        - QM

      

      

      That was it. The queen had written the note by hand, and beneath her signature was a singular drop of blood. Apparently, she was no longer hiding behind a veil of motherly charm.

      “Fine,” I snapped. “We will retire to our wing. Tell the queen I understood her loud and clear.”

      The guard who gave me the note nodded, and we disappeared in a whirl of shadows.
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        * * *

      

      Our room was untouched from the last time we’d been here. Someone had replaced the broken window and gotten rid of the bodies, but everything else was the same. Purple orbs cast a violet glow over the room that had been mine for centuries.

      The moment we entered, I walked the length of the room and ran my hand over the walls as I murmured enchantments under my breath. My shadows writhed, slipping from my palms as they strengthened the wards already present around the castle. I worked until there were a dozen new wards around our room—not even a mouse could run into the space without me knowing about it.

      I wouldn’t let my guard down again.

      This used to be my safe place, a spot where I escaped from the politics of Castle Sanguis. I had retreated a lot in those two centuries after I lost Athena, and I used to enjoy my solitude here.

      Now, all that was gone. When I looked at this room, all I could see was my wife being dragged to the broken window. All I could hear was her scream as the prohiberis and silver seared her flesh. Shivers ran down my spine, and just to be safe, I added another ward.

      Luna was mine, and I wouldn’t let anyone take her away from me.

      By the time I had triple-checked the lock on the door, Luna had moved to the window. She gripped the sill with both hands, her back straight as she looked outside.

      I shadowed over to her, pressing a kiss to the top of her head as I spread my wings. “Penny for your thoughts?”

      She pressed up against me, groaning. “They’re not very kind.”

      “I don’t care,” I said. “Kindness is unnecessary between us.” What we had was far stronger than kind words and gestures.

      A beat passed, and her grip tightened on the window frame.

      “I hate this,” she whispered. “All of it. The castle, the tournament, your mother… It’s all horrible.”

      Her feelings were justified. We had torn Luna from her country and brought her here, only to live in a place where the ruler was actively trying to kill her.

      Even so, my heart twisted at her words.

      “You’re not wrong.” I paused, searching for the right words to ask the question that was on my heart. “Do you… hate me?”

      It wasn’t eloquently worded, but the question got my point across.

      She frowned, turning in my arms. “I could never.”

      Closing my eyes briefly, I blew out a sigh of relief. “Thank the gods.”

      Luna placed her hand on my chest, and my muscles tightened as her touch sent sparks running through me. “You’re my life, Sebastian. You’re the only good thing I have in Eleyta. If Marius…” She swallowed, shaking her head. “If he dies, you’re all I have left. I will always love you.”

      A weight I hadn’t known rested on my shoulders dissolved and relief flooded through me as I bent, claiming a kiss.

      “I feel the same way.” I rested my forehead against hers, filled with gratitude for the fact that we were still alive and we had each other.

      Time was of little consequence as we stood there, soaking in each other’s presence. No matter what else happened outside this room, we had each other.

      Eventually, Luna exhaled. “Help me out of my dress? I’m going to need to shower for an hour to rid myself of the feeling of the queen’s glare.”

      I knew what she meant. Even now, my skin crawled as I recalled the way Mother had stared us down.

      “Of course, darling.” Moving around Luna, I ran my hand down the dress. It was an intricate affair, with two dozen onyx beaded buttons that ran from the base of her neck all the way to the curve of her ass. Pressing a kiss to the exposed part of Luna’s neck, I delighted in her responding shiver. “Helping you out of it will be far more enjoyable than putting it on.”

      She didn’t turn, but the back of her neck flushed, and I knew she was remembering how getting dressed earlier this evening had taken a turn that resulted in us almost being late.

      I started unbuttoning the dress, and her shoulders relaxed as the material inched down her back.

      The fabric slid down slowly, exposing the perfect arch of her shoulder blades. “Tonight’s game—”

      “Shh.” I silenced her with a well-placed kiss before continuing my work. “We survived.”

      “But—”

      “I don’t want to talk about the tournament, Luna,” I growled.

      Undoing the last button, I stared at her back. Perfect. She was so perfect.

      Running a finger from the top of her spine to the swell of her bottom, I ran my tongue over the tip of my fangs as she shivered.

      “What do you want to talk about?” she asked, still facing the window.

      “What I have in mind doesn’t involve much talking,” I murmured.

      If we were to be here, in Castle Sanguis, we might as well take advantage of the time alone. After that horrendous third trial, I knew I could use a distraction.

      Would she allow herself to be distracted, too?

      I pressed my hand against the small of her back, and she leaned against me.

      “Does it involve showering?” she asked, rather cheekily.

      “It could.” I raised a brow. “Or we could postpone the shower for a little while if you’d prefer.”

      With my wings spread, I bent and brushed my lips over one bare shoulder, then the other.

      “I see.” She laughed softly before turning around.

      Her eyes darkened, and she bit her tongue, staring at my wings. The dress still covered her frame, albeit loosely, and I forced myself not to look down.

      It was a good thing I did, or I might have missed the way her eyes sparked with an idea. “Can I… touch your wings?”

      My entire body tensed. Wings were extremely sensitive, and touching them was not something to be taken lightly. I’d never allowed anyone to touch my wings before—it was far too intimate of an act.

      But here? With Luna? I would do anything she asked.

      “Only if I can touch yours,” was my raspy response.

      Her breath caught, and then she smiled. “Fine, but you have to wait until I say so.”

      I blinked at her. “Did you just give me an order?”

      “That depends.” She tilted her head, studying me. “Did you like it?”

      Biting my lip so hard that I drew blood, I nodded slowly.

      Luna’s lips twitched. “Then yes, I did order you.”

      “I’m not good at taking orders,” I warned her. Giving them, I was good at. But this?

      “Consider this practice, then.” She smirked, her eyes sparking and her entire demeanor seeming lighter than before. “I’ll make it worth your while.”

      Warmth ran through me at the promise in her words, and my muscles tightened in eager anticipation. I gave in, and she directed me to sit on the bed.

      Perching on the edge of the mattress with my wings fanned out behind me, I fisted the comforter, forcing myself to remain still as Luna released her grip on the gown. It fluttered to the floor, revealing her naked body like a piece of fine art. I groaned as I took in her perfect form. No matter how many times I saw her like this, it was never enough.

      It would never be enough.

      “Take off your clothes,” she ordered from where she stood a few feet away from me.

      They were on the floor in an instant. I didn’t notice the chilly breeze or the howling wind battering against the windows.

      All that mattered was my wife.

      Seeming pleased with herself, Luna tilted back her head, rolling it from side to side before drawing out her shadows. They moved slowly, gathering on her back as they followed their mistress’ call.

      This wasn’t a quick summoning of her wings, but a dance, slow and seductive, meant only for me.

      I loved every moment of it.

      Her wings formed out of the shadows, as black as ink, until they spread out behind her. She was a stunning vision of darkness, and the sight of her took my breath away. Black wisps curled around her bare form, darkening our bedroom until she was little more than a shadow herself.

      This beautiful creature of the night was mine.

      Tightening my grip on the comforter in an effort to keep myself still, I waited for her next command. In this, I would let Luna take the lead. If she asked me not to touch her until she was ready, then I would do that, even if it felt akin to the most exquisite torture.

      Luna’s lips tilted up, as if she knew what was going through my mind, and she approached the bed. She moved with ease and strength, and her tongue flicked out and wet her lips.

      “You’re beautiful.” Her voice was raspy as she came to stand between my legs.

      I would have replied, but at that moment, her hand stretched out and rested on my wing. Every single spot where her fingers landed felt like they were on fire. My chest tightened and breath was hard to come by as Luna examined my wings. She moved slowly at first, barely touching at all, but I felt every single brush of her fingers as they reverberated through me.

      Remaining still was more difficult than ever, especially when she became more eager in her explorations. Soon, both her hands ran over my wings, touching the hard ridges with so much care that I felt like I would explode.

      My fists curled in the sheets in an effort not to move.

      “Does it hurt when I touch them?” she asked, suddenly shy.

      I inhaled sharply as her hand got close to the place where my wings attached to my back. “No.”

      She tilted her head, analyzing my reaction as she ran her fingers down a particularly sensitive area. “Do you… like it?”

      “Yes,” was my instant, hoarse reply.

      Luna licked her lips again, which was incredibly distracting. “Would I…” She paused, glancing at me tenderly. “Would I like it if you touched mine?”

      “Absolutely,” I said with conviction even as my heart galloped in my chest.

      She brushed her hands against my wings once more. “Tell me how it feels when I touch them.”

      Gently gripping her wrist, I guided her hand along the ridges of my wing. “Wings are sensitive,” I breathed, picking each word with care as she continued her careful analysis. “They’re an extension of our bodies, like extra limbs.”

      She flattened her hand, and a groan rumbled through me.

      I forced myself to focus on my words, but it was becoming more difficult with every passing moment. “When they’re touched, it’s like a thousand embers in your body burst into flame all at once, igniting a fire that can only be quenched by more touch.”

      Luna’s breath hitched, and my fangs ached at the sound.

      “It’s a very private thing,” I rasped, “allowing another being to touch your wings.”

      Her eyes flicked to mine, and then her hands were no longer on me. I mourned her touch, even as she moved behind me. The mattress dipped, and I turned as she kneeled in the middle of the bed. Luna spread her wings behind her, and she met my gaze as I mimicked her position.

      “I want to know what it feels like. For research.” The last word was little more than a breath, but it was all I needed.

      Moving as slowly as I could, I reached over and brushed a single finger down Luna’s wing. She shivered, and a small moan escaped her lips. Emboldened by the sound, I explored more. Everywhere I touched elicited another sound, and soon, Luna’s eyes were dark and her lips were parted as the scent of desire filled the air.

      I couldn’t help the feeling of warmth that flooded through me at the sound. Moving a hand behind her neck, I tilted her head toward me as I claimed her lips for my own. This kiss was deep, powerful, and exactly what I needed after the hellish past few weeks.

      Our mouths danced together and her tongue brushed against the tip of my fangs as we kissed and kissed and kissed.

      Her hands slipped behind me, running over my wings once more. She brushed a tender spot, and I shivered against her.

      Luna laughed softly against my lips.

      In reply, I grazed my fingers over the same location on her wings. She gasped, and her eyes darkened. I brushed kisses, gentle at first but soon with more urgency, over her lips, her jaw, her throat. When I got to the place where Luna’s neck met her shoulders, she squirmed.

      “I have another question,” she rasped.

      I pulled away, even though it took every bit of willpower I had. “Ask me anything, darling, and I’ll do my best to answer.”

      Reaching over, she ran her fingers over the Binding Mark on my wrist, before doing the same to hers. Nerves came through our bond, and I pecked her lips reassuringly.

      Luna drew her bottom lip through her teeth, and her fangs poked out adorably. Gods, I loved her so much. I hadn’t known it would be possible to be this connected to someone, to feel so much desire for them, but I was wrong. There was nothing I wouldn’t do for her. Nothing I wouldn’t give her.

      If she wanted jewels, I would acquire them at any cost. Books? I would find the best authors in all the Four Kingdoms and bring them to her. If she wanted to continue her studies? I would spend any amount of money to equip her with the best laboratory on this side of the Obsidian Coast. If she asked me for the moon, I would steal it from Isvana herself.

      My wife’s happiness, I was finding, meant far more to me than anything else.

      Luna’s hand swept down my wing once more before it landed on my hip. Her cheeks reddened, and she looked away. “I was wondering… for purely scientific purposes, of course… I really like it when you bite me.”

      “I do, too,” I said, in what might have been the understatement of the century.

      “And I thought…” She paused again, still not looking at me, as her cheeks colored. “I just… I wondered… But maybe…”

      “Luna.” Placing two fingers under her chin, I turned her head towards me. “Are you asking what it feels like to be bitten while engaging in… other activities?”

      Her tongue flicked out, and she licked her lips. “Yes.”

      “Would you prefer if I told you, or would you like to experience it for yourself?”
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      “Scientifically speaking—” I began, but Sebastian cut me off with a chuckle. “Of course.”

      I scowled at him. Or at least, as much of a scowl as I could manage, since I was naked and kneeling on a bed with my wings stretched behind me. “I’m being serious, Sebastian.”

      “I know you are, darling. That’s what makes you so incredible.” His lips twitched, and he dipped his head, hiding his smile. “I shall attempt to be quiet while you lay out the steps to what will obviously be an extremely rigorous scientific experiment.”

      My lips quirked up at the sides, but I schooled my expression into one of mock seriousness. “I thank you.” Clearing my throat, I stared at the violet orb on the wall behind his head. “I believe that in order for me to adequately understand the way it feels, I should experience it firsthand.”

      A growl rumbled through Sebastian, deep and animalistic and entirely him. Shadows flooded out of his perfect naked form, darkening the room. “I’d like that.”

      Every single part of me wanted him. All of him. At once.

      Unable to do more than string simple syllables together, I breathed, “Then show me.”

      The words were an unleashing.

      Our next kiss was not gentle. It was powerful and a promise of what was to come. His tongue swept into my mouth, brushing up against the tips of my fangs, and I groaned.

      He drew me closer until our knees were touching. Even that small contact sent sparks running through me. Ever since he had touched my wings, my entire body was on the verge of bursting into delicious flames. Warmth coiled low within me, and I needed more.

      I needed him.

      Sebastian’s eyes darkened, and his hand curled around my hip possessively. “Are you sure?”

      I did not hesitate. “Yes.”

      He lowered his head, running his tongue over my neck, tasting me even as I shivered. My fingers spasmed, clenching the sheets, and a soft moan escaped my lips as he grazed his fangs over the spot where he first bit me. I wanted him so badly, I could barely think, let alone speak.

      His name left my lips on a moan, and I could wait no longer. I picked up his marked wrist, bringing it to my lips and running my tongue over his skin.

      I was his, and he was mine.

      We were two parts of the same whole, brought together in an unorthodox fashion, but nothing would pull us apart. No one could break the bond we’d built.

      I’d like to see them try.

      “Okay, I’m ready.” I took a deep breath, closing my eyes briefly. “Bite me.”

      There was no pain when Sebastian’s fangs broke my skin. No agony. Just pure need.

      The moment I recovered my breath, I ran my fangs over his wrist. He moaned against my neck, the sound reverberating through me, and I knew this was my moment.

      My fangs pierced his flesh with ease, and the smoky flavor of his blood filled me. For a long moment, the only thing I could do was drink and delight in being alone with my vampire.

      We’d survived the queen’s tournament, and now all that lay ahead of us was the fight. Tomorrow, we would deal with everything else. The prophecies, Marius, the queen’s feast, it would all have to wait.

      At this moment, my entire life revolved around Sebastian.

      After a few moments, he shifted. Keeping his fangs in my neck, his free hand landed on my hip, and he guided me closer to him. Our bodies moved as one as shadows darkened the room until we were little more than shapes against the inky night.

      Every touch, every movement spoke to how much he loved me.

      The moment we joined, my wings flared behind me, and my back arched.

      He was right.

      There would have been no way to describe this sensation with words. The Common Tongue, though it had a vast vocabulary, was not sufficiently equipped to explain the way my entire body felt like it was simultaneously on fire for Sebastian and frozen in bliss.

      Every nerve ending, from the tips of my toes to the arch of my wings, was alive and pulsating. There wasn’t a single part of me that was unaffected by this act. This was more than the biological coming together of two beings. More than just two people lost in each other.

      It was everything.

      No matter what else happened, I was blessed with someone who loved me so deeply that there was no end to the depth of his affection.

      With every passing moment, that bond between us grew even further. It solidified, and deep within my soul, something shifted.

      We were more than husband and wife.

      More than Bound and Tethered Partners.

      More than predator and prey.

      We were two halves of a whole: two bodies, and one soul.

      And when that fire between us burned as hot as it could go, both of us reaching our peak at the same time, I knew that no matter what happened, we would always be together.

      Afterward, Sebastian carried me into the bathing room, and I finally got my shower. We took turns washing each other until every single part of us was clean. Drying off, we climbed into bed and fell asleep in each other’s arms.

      I felt safer than I ever had before.
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LUNA

        

      

    

    
      For the third time in my life, I wore a crimson dress in a room full of hungry vampires. As expected, this experience was no more enjoyable than the first two.

      Tonight, Sebastian and I sat at a long table alongside Queen Marguerite and the other surviving duos from the tournament. Seated throughout the banquet hall were vampires, their Sources, various fae, shifters, and witches.

      Two seats down, Her Majesty Queen Marguerite had finally stopped glaring at me. Instead, she’d turned to her right and was conversing with a vampire whose long silver hair was coiled into an elaborate bun at the top of her head.

      Leaning over, I pressed up against Sebastian. “What good is a feast if vampires don’t eat?”

      I stared longingly at the empty plate in front of me. I had enjoyed food as a human, but it wasn’t until I was Made that I realized just how delicious it was. Life was funny like that. Often, we only realized the importance of something when we lost it.

      I hadn’t missed many things until they were taken away from me.

      Food. Fire. My family.

      A pang went through me at the last thought, and I quickly forced my mind to other things. I would not think of my family right now. I could not afford to break down in front of the queen.

      Instead, I stared at the various offerings in front of the non-vampiric guests. Sweet and savory delicacies alike were piled on the tables, some hot and others cold. They smelled delicious, but if I tasted them, they would be like ash on my tongue.

      Since I couldn’t eat, I was stuck here sipping a glass of wine. Not Faerie Wine—I had triple-checked since I did not want a repeat of my last experience—but just regular, made-from-fermented-grapes wine. It was delicious and warming, but it wasn’t food.

      Sebastian’s hand found mine beneath the table, and he squeezed tightly. “Are you hungry?”

      The question itself was innocuous, but I understood what he really meant.

      Was I going to be okay in a room with so many humans?

      “I’m not.”

      “You’ll let me know if you are?”

      This was the fifth time he’d asked. His worry was sweet, and I couldn’t blame him for wanting to protect me. In a country filled with vampires, it was nice to have someone on my side.

      “I promise.”

      I was telling the truth. Even though there were many humans around us, their scent wasn’t as distracting as it had been before. I felt… in control. Sebastian had told me it was unusual for vampires to get used to being around humans so quickly, but we knew I was… unusual.

      Neither of us had brought up the Sunwalking, but we couldn’t ignore it forever. Already, I wondered what happened with the seed Isvana had encouraged me to plant. Had it sprouted while we were gone?

      He sipped his wine as he studied mine. “Luna—”

      “Excuse me, Prince Sebastian?” A servant approached us from behind, and out of the corner of my eye, I noted the red ribbon around her neck.

      He turned. “Yes?”

      She stepped forward, bowing low. “I have an urgent message for you.”

      Sebastian glanced at me before pushing back his chair and following the servant to a shadowy alcove nearby.

      Picking up my wine, I sipped slowly as I studied the dark banquet hall. A blizzard battered the windows, the wind howled, and the snow obscured any view of the mountains we might have had.

      Dozens of Light Elves must have worked for days to create the tiny orbs that hovered above us all. I started counting them but gave up when I realized there were hundreds.

      The guests chattered among themselves, the scrapes of forks and knives against plates a steady backdrop to their conversation. Several languages other than the Common Tongue were being spoken, but I soon gave up hope of trying to understand what was being said.

      A scrape of a chair alerted me to Sebastian’s return. He slid back into his seat, and I looked over. “What was that about?”

      His eyes sparked as he brushed his lips over my cheek. His voice was low, his words meant only for me, as he whispered, “Phyrra has returned.”

      Excitement fluttered to life within me, but before I could voice one of the many questions that came to mind, the banquet hall doors creaked open.

      All chatter came to an abrupt halt as four guards entered the space. They blocked the entrance, but I could have sworn the soft sounds of weeping came from behind them.

      Queen Marguerite’s chair scraped across the floor as she stood, a horrible grin spreading across her face. A knot formed within me and the wine I’d consumed soured in my stomach.

      Tonight, the queen’s midnight dress was like a second skin. Its neckline was a low V, dipping almost to her navel, and the red ruby rested between her breasts. Her hair cascaded down one shoulder, and her crown was so dark, it seemed to absorb the light.

      “Lords and ladies of Eleyta, honored fae, witches, and shifters,” the queen said, ignoring the presence of humans altogether. “Thank you for taking the time out of your busy schedules to attend my feast. I hope it is to your liking.”

      The crowd clapped and cheered, but Sebastian and I remained silent. If the queen noticed, she said nothing.

      “I’m glad,” she crooned, clasping her hands in front of her. “Tonight, we have come together to celebrate the end of my games.” She raised a manicured brow. “Did you enjoy them?”

      Again, cheering filled the banquet hall.

      “I’m delighted to hear that.” Queen Marguerite stepped away from the table, and two Favorites peeled off the wall, coming to stand behind her.

      The four guards stepped forward. They moved apart, revealing a human.

      My heart stopped beating in my chest and my fingers tightened around the rim of my wineglass until a crack sounded.

      I barely felt the sting of broken skin.

      Next to me, Sebastian inhaled sharply. His hand gripped my thigh, and fear pulsed through the bond. It mirrored my own.

      I couldn’t turn to look at him, though. All I could do was stare at the new arrival. Her long brown hair was tangled and dirty as it framed her face, dried blood and grime were caked on her skin, and she was much thinner than the last time we saw her, but it didn’t matter. Despite her appearance, I immediately recognized her as Abigail, one of the three humans we’d found during the hunt.

      Her entire body trembled as she looked wildly around the room. When her eyes found mine, they widened. I almost cried out at the depth of pain and grief within them. At that moment, I knew her brother and sister were dead.

      What happened the night of the hunt? Had they gotten away from the castle or had other hunters picked them up the moment Sebastian told them to run?

      Click, click, click.

      With the grace and violence of a deadly predator, Queen Marguerite walked towards us with calculated slowness.

      Her horrible icy hand landed on my shoulder, and I stiffened. Sharp nails dug into my skin, piercing my flesh.

      I tightened my grip around the broken stem of my wineglass, using the pain in my hand to ground me. I did not dare move, but from the way Sebastian tensed, I was certain she was touching him as well. To anyone else, the queen’s actions may have appeared maternal or perhaps even loving, but we knew the truth.

      She despised me.

      Maybe that’s why the queen did it. Maybe it was my fault that she stared at Abigail and decided her fate. Maybe this was all my fault.

      “Bring her here,” Queen Marguerite commanded the guards. Her voice was quiet, but it echoed through the banquet hall.

      Abigail screamed as the guards latched onto her arms, dragging her behind them. She thrashed and kicked, but she was no match for their strength. The closer she got to the head table, the wilder she became. Soon she shrieked like a banshee, flailing about as if that would bring her freedom.

      The crowd snickered and whispered among themselves, feeding on Abigail’s pain.

      She kept struggling even as the guards dragged her over to the queen.

      My stomach churned and my heart hammered wildly against my chest, threatening to break free like a bird trying to escape its cage. I swallowed as the wine from earlier threatened to make an appearance.

      When Abigail was so close that I could make out the individual teardrops streaming down her face, the queen commanded the guards to stop. She glided towards the human, who stopped thrashing and instead trembled violently.

      “What is your name, mortal?” Queen Marguerite asked.

      Abigail sealed her lips tightly, shaking her head back and forth.

      In an instant, the queen raised her hand so fast it was little more than a blur. The resounding slap echoed through the now-silent banquet hall, and fresh tears ran down Abigail’s face.

      My heart twisted in my chest.

      I was going to be sick.

      “I will not ask again,” Queen Marguerite said coolly. “What is your name?”

      She sobbed, “Abigail.”

      The royal vampire canted her head, running a finger down Abigail’s face. “How old are you, human?”

      A sniffle. “Eighteen.”

      Younger than me. Barely an adult. That pit widened in my stomach and I wanted to be somewhere else. Anywhere else.

      Queen Marguerite must have liked the answer because she nodded. “Do you understand why you are here?”

      Abigail trembled so hard, her teeth chattered. “N-n-no, Your Majesty.”

      My mother-in-law chuckled. “Of course, you don’t.” She patted Abigail’s cheek. “It’s not your fault you’re stupid. Mortals are always like this. You don’t know this, because you’re young, and frankly, your kind is idiotic beyond belief. That’s why I’m going to offer you a choice.” The queen smiled, but there was no kindness in the gesture. “Are you listening, Abigail?”

      A nod.

      “Your choice is simple, my dear.” The queen’s voice was smooth and lilting as she spoke, but shivers ran down my arms, regardless. “You can have the honor of serving me as one of my Favorites for as long as I see fit or you can be tonight’s dinner.” She raised a brow. “Which would you prefer?”

      Abigail’s eyes widened, and this time, she wasn’t the only one shaking. My free hand found Sebastian’s and squeezed so tightly that I was certain I would have broken his bones if he were human.

      This was nothing but a mockery of choice. Neither of these were genuine options: both were death sentences.

      For the first time since the hunt, I wondered if we did the right thing in letting the humans go. Maybe it would have been better for them if we’d killed them quickly.

      Then at least we might have spared them this fate.

      A long moment passed before Abigail’s expression shuttered.

      “Well?” The queen’s voice was sharp. “What do you choose?”

      She took in a deep breath. “I will serve you, Your Majesty.”

      A glacial laugh escaped Queen Marguerite, and she waved her hand. “Wonderful. I’ve been itching for a new toy.” She spoke over her shoulder to the two Favorites. “Take her to bathe and get her cleaned up. I shall see her in my chambers as soon as this is done.”

      The Favorites clamped onto Abigail’s arms, and she screamed as they dragged her out of the banquet hall. No one spoke, and the faint echoes of her terror remained even as the doors banged shut.

      Then Queen Marguerite turned to us. Her eyes had darkened, and violence ebbed off her in waves. That pit in my stomach grew into a massive crater.

      “And you two.” Her words sliced through the air like a razor-sharp icicle, piercing the silence with a coldness that would freeze anyone’s heart. “Do you need a reminder of why I am queen?”

      I refused to answer her. It took everything I had not to unfurl my bloody hand and stab the broken wineglass into the queen’s neck. Not that it would kill her, but it would feel good.

      This entire feast was nothing more than a way to taunt us. Queen Marguerite was showing us exactly who was in charge: her.

      I hated every single moment of it.

      “No, My Queen,” Sebastian said. “I am your servant to command, as always.”

      The smile that crept across the queen’s face was horrifying. “Do not forget it, son of my blood.”

      Her heels clicked as she returned to her throne, her face completely lifeless as she dropped back into her seat, waving her hand. My ears popped, and the chill of a ward crept over us as she placed us in a bubble. We could see and hear the others, but inside this sphere, it was just us.

      Queen Marguerite played with the ruby for what felt like hours. “I know you let that girl and her siblings go.”

      I dropped the wineglass and blood poured freely out of my hand.

      Sebastian’s eyes widened, and he grabbed my hand, shoving a napkin against the cut. “Mother—”

      “Don’t you even start, you ungrateful child of mine,” she snapped, dropping the jewel. “There are very few things in my life that I regret, but forming this alliance with Ipotha is one of them. You are a soldier, Sebastian. A weapon. You are not meant to have emotions for anyone, least of all humans.”

      I stiffened, but the queen continued. “First, you Made your wife without permission—a dangerous crime on a good day—and now I find out that you let humans go? They are not deserving of your sympathy or assistance. Humans are nothing.”

      She slammed her fist on the table, and the cutlery rattled. “Have you not yet learned the truth? They will take what you love and destroy it all. They will trick you, make you think they care, then they will betray you. Ithiar, in all his wisdom, has placed vampire kind above humans to keep them in check. And you just… let them go.”

      Every single word out of her mouth was colder than the last, and goosebumps peppered my flesh.

      What did humans ever do to the queen?

      “You are not the male I Made. Give me my Prince of Darkness back or feel my wrath,” Queen Marguerite snarled. “The two of you are walking on a very fine line. You may have proven you still know how to listen to me, but it will take far more than that before either of you regains my trust.”

      I did not want her trust. I wanted nothing from this queen other than to be out of her presence.

      Sebastian said, “Mother, I—”

      “Do not speak to me,” the queen said icily. “I don’t want to hear anything from either of you. Tomorrow night, you shall fight for me, my son. After that, if you survive, we will discuss your now extremely precarious position in my court. If your answers are not to my satisfaction, I will find myself a new weapon who understands his place.”

      With her threat hanging in the air, she waved her hand and dissolved the ward.

      Neither of us moved for a long time.
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      My footsteps echoed on the cold stone floor as I paced in the hallway outside our bedroom. Luna was resting, the events of the feast having worn her out, but sleep evaded me.

      I had sent for Phyrra a few minutes ago, but she had yet to arrive. That was unusual. My spymaster was nothing if not prompt. Her tardiness, coupled with the too-brief message informing me of her return, left me feeling on edge.

      Mother’s threats hadn’t helped with anything, either.

      Placing my hand on the wall, I erected yet another ward—this was the seventh I’d put up since we got back from that disastrous feast—and paced.

      I walked the length of the hall three times before the wards rippled, and a shadow pooled on the ground. It was my only warning before Luna appeared at my side. She looked up and down the empty hallway, her brows furrowing before she turned to me. “Why aren’t you in bed?”

      I took in her thin white nightgown and the shawl wrapped around her bare shoulders. “I could have asked you the same question. You’re supposed to be resting.”

      Luna gave me a pointed glare. “So are you.”

      “I couldn’t sleep.”

      She scoffed, crossing her arms over her chest. “You don’t say. That doesn’t have anything to do with the queen’s threats against us, does it?”

      Her words were brave, but I’d seen her face when the mortal was brought into the banquet hall. Luna was scared, and she wasn’t the only one.

      Queen Marguerite was completely unhinged. I’d never seen her like this.

      Instead of diving into that mess, because we had enough on our plates, I avoided the question entirely. “I’m waiting for Phyrra.”

      Luna perked up, and a smile crept over her face. “She’s coming here?”

      I nodded. “Yes, but she’s late…”

      Or not. A blur ran down the dark hallway and the wards rippled as my spymaster came to a stop in front of us. Streaks of dirt ran across her usually put-together face, and her eyes were wide as she dropped her hands to her hips, panting. She wore a dark gray tunic and leggings, her attire suitable for running through mountains, not castles.

      “What do you have to report?” I asked, forgoing all pleasantries. After all, time was short.

      Phyrra straightened, pressing a hand against her chest as her breathing leveled out. A haunted look remained on her face as she turned, meeting my eyes. “When I got to the Broken Mountains, I knew something was wrong.”

      My stomach sank, and I pulled Luna against me.

      “What do you mean?” Luna asked.

      Please let him be alive, I begged Isvana. For Luna’s sake, let him be alive.

      Every moment stretched on far longer than it should have, as Phyrra shifted from one foot to the other,  her mouth tightening.

      Worry flooded the bond, and I wrapped my arm around Luna.

      Phyrra ran a hand through her hair. “I tracked the halfling deep into the passes,” she said. “The closer I got, the stranger things became. Darkness has fallen on the Broken Mountains. The shale was as black as the night, and thorns, briars, and crumbled vines were everywhere. I saw a few animals, but they were nothing but flesh and bone.”

      “Marius?” Luna trembled against me.

      The spy swallowed. “When I found him, he was very ill.”

      “No,” my wife whispered, horrified.

      “He was on a cot, and the people who took him didn’t… they weren’t caring for him properly.”

      I closed my eyes for a moment, steeling myself. “So the halfling is—”

      “I got him out,” my spymaster said. “I waited until some of them had left, killed the rest, and I got him out.”

      “Do you have any idea who took him?” I asked.

      Phyrra shook her head. “I know you suspected the People of the Night, Bastian, but this seems like more than just the remnants of a cult. I didn’t recognize most of the vampires, and some of them were starving Fledglings.”

      She reached into her pocket and withdrew a parchment. Several locations were jotted down, along with a set of coordinates.

      My brows furrowed. “What’s this?”

      “Someone is Making vampires and leaving them to roam in the north unattended,” she said. “In all my years, I’ve never seen evil like this. These were their locations before I dispatched them. Every single one of them was rabid.”

      My skin crawled, and I shivered.

      It seemed Mother’s Fortune Elves weren’t wrong.

      The coming darkness was here.

      “But the halfling lives?”

      We needed something good to come of this.

      Phyrra licked her lips, and a flicker of doubt went across her face. “He is extremely ill. He needed a healer desperately, and I brought him to the Second Order of Isvana’s Chosen.” She exhaled. “If anyone can help him, it will be them.”

      “The Second Order?” Luna asked, her brows furrowing.

      “They’re in the east,” I told her. “Near the Indigo Coast.”

      The vampires and witches of the Second Order of Isvana’s Chosen focused on healing work, so Phyrra’s choice did not surprise me.

      “That’s good news, right?” Luna tilted her face up to look at me. “He’s alive, and he’s safe.”

      Phyrra sucked in a sharp breath.

      “What is it?” Luna asked.

      “He’s alive.” My spymaster put her hand on my wife’s arm. “But he’s not awake. Your brother is in a long sleep, Princess. He breathes, and he dreams, but he hasn’t woken.”

      Luna’s eyes widened, and she stepped away from me, tapping her hand at her side. “He’s in a coma?” she asked after a few minutes had passed.

      “Yes.” Phyrra nodded. “But the Second Order is the best at what they do. If there is anyone who can help him wake, it will be them.”

      She didn’t say the rest, that he might not wake at all. She didn’t need to.

      Red tears ran down Luna’s face. “Okay. I’ll have to… he’s alive… that’s good.” She drew in a shuddering breath. “Even if I can’t see him, that’s good.” She sniffled. “I’m going to…”

      “Go on, darling,” I whispered, brushing my lips over her forehead. “I’ll be there shortly.”

      Pressing a hand against her mouth to muffle a sob, Luna disappeared into the Void.

      Phyrra looked at me expectantly, and dread unfurled within me.

      I asked, “What else do you have to report?”

      “Three separate sources have confirmed the queen ordered the destruction of Rivin.”

      Fury ran through me, and the only thing that kept me from losing my cool was the sadness coming through the bond from Luna. I needed to be strong for her. Still, I swore. “Any idea why she did it?”

      The spy shook her head, rubbing her temples. That in and of itself worried me. In all my years, I’d never seen her so troubled.

      “The Fortune Elves have been whispering in her ear,” Phyrra said. “They’re talking about you and your wife.”

      My nostrils flared and red edged my vision as I furled my fists at my sides. A few wisps of shadows escaped my palms, and I ground out through clenched teeth, “What?”

      Although the hallway was empty and warded, Phyrra lowered her voice. Moving until she was right in front of me, she shook her head. “The queen’s paranoia has reached new heights, My Prince. My spies have reported overhearing her telling several others you’ve grown too powerful.”

      My brows knit together. I wasn’t more powerful than I had been—I came into my blessings on the night of my Making and had been the same ever since. Still, that sense of dread worsened.

      Phyrra’s gaze dropped knowingly to my wrist where my sleeve hid the Binding Mark tattooed on my skin.

      “You are Tethered to the princess,” she stated.

      I froze. I shouldn’t have been surprised Phyrra figured it out. After all, she was my spymaster for a reason.

      “It’s not widely known.” The implication was clear: don’t tell anyone.

      “Good.” She nodded approvingly. “The queen fears you are drawing power from each other through the Tether, and that in doing so, you will gain enough power to overthrow her from the throne.”

      I snorted. “That’s ridiculous. We haven’t shared power. We can’t. Those are just rumors. Myths about the Tether. Luna and I are… normal.”

      As normal as a vampire who cried blood tears and walked in the sun could be, but I kept that part to myself. Even though Phyrra had seen the blood tears, there was no point reminding her of them.

      “I’m just telling you what I know.” Phyrra held her hands in front of her chest. “I swore my spies to secrecy. They will not share your secret.”

      Not for the first time, I wished I could have been doing this spying myself. Getting out, playing in the shadows, and listening to secrets being shared were all things I enjoyed, but they were too dangerous for Luna. And I would do anything to keep her safe.

      “Anything else?” I asked.

      Phyrra shook her head. “Not at this time.”

      “Keep your eyes and ears open.”

      “Always.”
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        * * *

      

      Long after Phyrra left, I remained alone in the hallway.

      The spy’s words were heavy on my mind, and I walked the length of the hall, as far as I could go.

      Mother thought we were pulling power through the Tether. It was ludicrous… wasn’t it?

      Luna and I had never done anything like that before.

      I had heard the rumors, of course. In the corners of taverns, people talked about Tethered Partners who could communicate silently through their bond. The same rumors purported that some could even share their powers, and that they even had heightened magic and senses.

      Luna and I had never experienced any of those things. They were myths, nothing more.

      But Mother didn’t know that.

      She had no qualms about destroying vampires for small indiscretions. It was little wonder she was so angry with us. Myth or not, the rumored powers of the Tether had just painted an enormous target on our backs.

      Running my hands through my hair, I leaned against the wall and listened to the sound of water running through the pipes.

      It seemed like neither of us was going to fall back asleep.

      Damn those Fortune Elves. First the coming darkness, now they were encouraging paranoia.

      If Mother truly believed we were trying to take her throne, she would stop at nothing to keep herself safe. Suddenly, the fight in a few hours seemed like the least of our worries.
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      Hot water rained down on me, intermingling with my blood tears. The steaming water at my feet was red, which was perfectly ironic. I wasn’t sure how much time had passed since I first got in the shower. It didn’t really matter. Endless streams of thought were running through my mind, one after the other.

      Marius was alive, but he was in a coma. The rest of my family was dead. Julieta was dead. Death surrounded me on all sides. As if that wasn’t enough, I was a vampire. Not only that, but I was the Sunwalker. All of this felt like a cruel game.

      This reality was so far from the life I had envisioned for myself, it was almost laughable. My shadows pulsated, slipping out of my hands, and darkening the bathing room as I leaned against the tiled wall and let the tears fall. They weren’t just for me or Marius or my family. I wept for the future I could have had, for Abigail and her siblings, for the lives lost in the queen’s cruel trials.

      I wept and wept and wept.

      Then I trembled against the wall, letting the cool tiles ground me.

      Eventually, the shower door opened, and a hand landed on my arm. Sebastian made a soothing sound, stepping under the hot water as he held me against his bare chest.

      “Hey, Princess,” he whispered, running his hand down my back. “It’s going to be alright.”

      I shuddered. “I don’t think so.”

      He gripped me tighter, his own shadows sliding out to join mine. “We’ll figure it out together.” His voice was soft but carried traces of authority as he lifted a thumb, wiping a tear away. “I promise we’ll figure it all out. Please, just stop crying. It hurts me to see you in pain.”

      I didn’t want to hurt him. Right now, he was the only good thing in my life. Drawing in a deep breath, I forced myself to bottle up the remaining tears.

      His arms were firm as he held me up, whispering sweet nothings in my ear as I got myself under control. Only then did I lift my head off his chest. “We’re going to survive this.”

      “Absolutely,” he said confidently. “I’ll win the fight, Luna, and then we’ll find out who hurt your family. I promise you.”

      “What about the queen?”

      Sebastian’s brows furrowed. “I’m proving my loyalty to her by doing this. She’ll see that we are not a threat to her and once I win, we’ll leave.”

      I did not doubt that Sebastian would win against this mysterious rival. My prince’s power was unmatched.

      But still…

      “I don’t trust her, Sebastian,” I whispered.

      For a long time, silence stretched between us.

      When the water ran cold, he turned it off. His voice was quiet as he murmured, “Neither do I.”
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        * * *

      

      The crisp air slammed into me, stinging my skin like a thousand tiny needles being shoved into me all at once. I drew my hood over my head, clasping my cloak tightly around myself as I walked next to Sebastian. The tailor had specially designed the garment with two slits for my wings, allowing them to hang on my back. I was used to their weight, and it felt more natural to have them out than not.

      Tonight, the moon and stars were hiding behind thick clouds. Everything was silent, except for the racing of my heart. Violet orbs, more black than purple, hung from trees like deadly beacons pointing us toward the hastily constructed arena.

      This was not a night for conversation.

      A dozen silent guards escorted us to the arena, surrounding us on all sides. Even the forest was quiet, and the usual sounds of life were nowhere to be heard.

      Death hung in the air like a thick, ominous fog, blanketing everything with an unshakable sense of dread and finality.

      Sebastian and I did not speak. We had nothing to say. After our shower earlier, we’d fed and dressed in silence. A horrible sense of foreboding churned in my stomach, and I ran my hands over my clothes repeatedly, erasing invisible wrinkles.

      This was what I imagined it would feel like to walk to one’s execution.

      I hoped I was wrong.

      The chill in my blood said I wasn’t.

      When the wooden arena finally appeared, moving my feet became more difficult. The structure was tucked between two mountains, taking up much of the valley where it stood.

      The guards in front of us moved aside, and Sebastian squeezed my hand.

      “Wait here, Luna,” he said, breaking our silence.

      I agreed, and he strode away to talk to a vampire stationed near the entrance.

      Swallowing the growing lump in my throat, I stared at the oval arena. Queen Marguerite must have employed hundreds of people to erect it in such a short amount of time. Standing near the top, I had the perfect view of the structure made of dark brown, almost black wood. It smelled like snow and sweat, two things that shouldn’t have mixed but did. Hundreds of vampires filled the seats, waiting to watch this show of death.

      I shuddered at the sight of them.

      A wooden bar stretched along the middle of the arena, and I could have sworn I saw a glint of gold in the middle of it. Before I could get a closer look, Sebastian was back at my side.

      “It’s time.” Bending, he kissed me softly. “I love you.”

      The guard led us through the arena toward an enormous black viewing box lined in gold. Shadows swarmed all around it, blocking the occupant from view, but I didn’t need to see inside to know who was in there.

      Queen Marguerite was the only person who would occupy such an ostentatious box.

      “This is as far as I go,” the vampire said, dipping his head respectfully.

      Sebastian pushed back the curtain entrance, and we walked in hand-in-hand.

      Draped in an inky cloak, with her hair falling over her shoulders, Queen Marguerite wore a glistening obsidian crown. She sat on a throne, running her fingers over the red ruby at her throat. Her lips were set in a cruel smile as she turned to face us.

      My heart stuttered at the evil in her expression. I tried to peer past her into the arena, but the queen’s shadows were opaque.

      “Ah, Sebastian,” she said, her voice low and sinister, “I’m so glad you and your lovely wife could make it.”

      He bristled, his fingers squeezing mine. “You didn’t give us a choice, Mother.”

      She never gave him choices.

      Bitterness flooded my mouth, and I barely tamped down a snarl.

      The more time I spent around the queen, the more I despised her.

      “True, true, but you’re here now, and that’s all that matters.” Queen Marguerite raised a brow. “You both look parched. Do you need a drink?”

      I shook my head. “No, thank you. We—”

      Ignoring me, the queen clapped her hands. “Abigail!”

      Ice ran over my skin as the shadows shifted, revealing the statuesque human standing in the corner holding two crystal glasses filled with bubbling pink liquid.

      My stomach sank as I took in Abigail’s new appearance. She’d bathed, and now she wore the red silk strips of fabric that passed as clothes for the queen’s Favorites. Bites covered her neck and shoulders, and she moved towards us as though she were in a trance.

      “You called?” Abigail asked in a voice lacking all traces of life.

      Gone was the screaming, struggling human from the night before. Gone was the girl who mourned her family.

      Now, there was just a husk of a moral.

      “Yes, I did,” the queen snapped. “But I didn’t bring you here so you could stand there like a useless ornament. Give the children their drinks.”

      My eyes widened, and I stared at the pink bubbles, slowly shaking my head. “Please, no.”

      Memories of my previous experience with Faerie Wine flashed through my mind, and my stomach twisted.

      “You will take it, Princess.” The queen’s voice was steely and left no room for discussion. “As will you, my son, or neither of you will make it out of this box alive.”

      A hand brushed up against mine, and I turned to look at Sebastian. Shadows, darker than normal, swirled around him as he squeezed my fingers. “It’ll be alright.”

      Queen Marguerite scowled at Abigail. “Give it to them now, or I will rip out your heart.”

      Abigail didn’t even blink at the threat. She stepped forward, handing Sebastian one glass before giving me the other. I tried to look her in the eyes, but they were as dead as her voice.

      The cold liquid sloshed around as I stared at the wine.

      “Mother, this isn’t—”

      “Do not question me!” the queen yelled. “Drink!”

      That sense of foreboding from earlier was now full-blown dread. With sickening clarity, I realized it was unlikely we would survive this night.

      Meeting Sebastian’s eyes, I held his gaze and lifted the glass to my lips. There was no point in delaying the inevitable. I downed the wine quickly, the sickly sweet liquid leaving a bitter aftertaste in my mouth. Wherever this Faerie Wine came from, it was much stronger than the last one I’d had.

      In front of me, Sebastian drank as well. As soon as our glasses were empty, Abigail took them away and melted back into the shadows.

      Queen Marguerite chuckled. “There, that’s better. I couldn’t have you doing something ridiculous like feeding your Tethered Partner power during this fight, now could I?”

      What?

      Confusion swam through me. I tried to speak, but my tongue was heavy. My legs trembled, and everything swirled.

      The last thing I heard was Sebastian calling my name before I slumped to the floor, falling into murky blackness as my wings collapsed back into me.
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        * * *

      

      My head throbbed against my skull, and my eyelids were heavy as I slowly drew them open. Everything in front of me was shrouded in shadows. Something hard was beneath me, and the wind was cold as it battered against me. I was… swaying.

      Why in Kydona’s name was I swaying?

      There wasn’t a single part of my body that didn’t hurt. My head pounded, and bitterness remained in my mouth from the Faerie Wine.

      The queen.

      She’d… drugged me.

      A shudder ran through me, and I drew in a deep breath. The dual scents of snow and sweat filled me, and I trembled, trying to remember where I was.

      Something tight was around my mouth, and I raised my hands, only to stare at them in horror.

      They were bound together.

      I struggled to sit up, but every time I shifted, the floor moved. Why was it moving?

      Groaning, I lifted my eyes and gasped. Golden bars surrounded me on all sides. Half the size of my hand, they stretched up above my head, curving together to a point.

      A birdcage.

      Silver chains and a matching padlock were wrapped tightly around the cage door. I reached out to touch the lock, but the moment my finger came in contact with it, my skin sizzled. I cried out. The sound was muffled by the gag around my mouth.

      The lub-dub of my heart was louder than ever.

      Shadows blanketed everything in sight, but I couldn’t feel my own.

      Why couldn’t I feel them?

      The gag on my lips burned, the taste eerily familiar.

      It took me a moment to place it.

      Silver and prohiberis. The magic-blocking dust must have coated my bindings.

      I was… powerless. I couldn’t scream, I couldn’t yell, I couldn’t access the magic within me.

      Twenty-one years, I had lived without my magic, but now, it felt like I was missing a limb.

      Then the darkness lifted.

      The crowd roared.

      And tears ran down my cheeks.
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SEBASTIAN

        

      

    

    
      My shadows were a writhing, pulsating, throbbing mass within me. They slammed into my veins, lacking any subtlety as they drew me out of the murky blackness.

      Wake up, wake up, wake up, they urged.

      Again and again, they repeated their tune.

      Why was I asleep? Where was I? Where was Luna?

      Shaking my head, I attempted to clear it. It didn’t work. Agony filled me, from the bitter, icy snow pricking my hands to the pounding of my skull. A bitter aftertaste was present in my mouth, and I groaned.

      Faerie Wine.

      For humans, it brought them a false sense of invincibility, along with removing all their moral boundaries and common sense. Usually for vampires, Faerie Wine loosened the tongue and made it so one was incapable of lying. Some vampires liked the sensation of lightness that the wine brought, which was why it was in Eleyta in the first place.

      Too much Faerie Wine, and even a vampire would feel inebriated.

      Mother must have given us a concentrated dose of it.

      I didn’t have time to wonder what game she was playing because the ground rumbled beneath me. Placing my palms flat on the snow, I pushed myself to my feet. My legs shook before steadying, and I turned in a circle. I was in the middle of the arena, and all around me, vampires cheered. Bloodlust washed off them in waves, but I barely paid them any attention.

      The Tether was quiet, but why couldn’t I see Luna?

      Mother stood at the edge of her box, watching me.

      “Where is my wife?” I yelled at her.

      Her brows lifted, and she smirked.

      A creaking sound came from above me, and dread filled me as I looked up. My stomach churned and horror mixed with anger in my veins.

      Swaying back and forth in the wind, a golden cage was suspended a dozen feet above me. It wasn’t the sight of the cage that ripped a vicious snarl from my chest, though. No, that happened when I saw Luna. She gripped the bars with bound hands, and crimson tears streamed down her face.

      Hurt.

      Someone dared touch my wife. The only recompense for that was death.

      I roared.

      Red filled my vision. Shadows poured out of me.

      I made a vow.

      I would kill Queen Marguerite for this. Any ties we had were severed. Any claims she might have kept as my Maker, they were gone. I would destroy her for this. Rip her apart, limb from limb. I would not rest until she was dead.

      It was one thing to demand I take part in her game and fight some champion to prove my loyalty to her crown. It was another entirely to truss my wife up like a criminal and hang her in a gilded birdcage as though she were nothing but an animal. Three violet orbs hovered around the cage, ensuring everyone could see the prize inside.

      Closing my eyes, I drew in a deep breath. It took everything I had to calm the raging fury threatening to overwhelm me. I couldn’t afford to lose control now, not when Luna’s life hung in the balance.

      I would free her from that cage if it was the last thing I ever did.

      Filled with determination, I looked up once again.

      “Can you hear me, Luna?” I called out, my voice hoarse from the Faerie Wine. I released my wings from my back. Their weight was comforting, and it helped balance out the anger raging through me.

      She nodded her head frantically, bloody tears dripping through the cracks of the cage and landing on the snow at my feet.

      I scanned the cage, looking for any weaknesses. It appeared to be of sturdy construction, lined with silver. As if that would keep me away from my wife.

      “I’m going to get you out of there, Princess.” Somehow, I would find a way. She pressed her head against the bars, and my heart wrenched. “Do you trust me?”

      Again, she nodded.

      My entire body was too tight as I searched for an opening in the cage. I would tear it apart with my bare hands if I had to.

      A bell rang, the sound echoing through the arena.

      Queen Marguerite held the railing, looking positively delighted by this entire moment. “Thank you for gracing us with your awakened presence, son of my blood.”

      I was going to kill her. Tear her limb from limb. I would destroy her.

      Ignorant of my thoughts, my Maker continued. “Lords and ladies of Eleyta, have you found the tournament entertaining thus far?”

      The crowd roared and banged their feet on the ground in excitement.

      “I’m delighted to hear it.” The queen grinned. “Tonight is a special night, one that will be remembered for the ages. My son, Prince Sebastian Montquartier, has agreed to fight for you all.”

      If the roar of the crowd before was loud, now it was deafening. They stomped once more, clapping vigorously and cheering.

      “Yes, it is marvelous, isn’t it?” She lifted her hands off the railing, putting on a show for her people. “Who wants to know which lucky vampire will be fighting my prince?”

      It did not escape my notice that the queen conveniently forgot to mention this was a fight to the death.

      Luna whimpered, and I glowered as the crowd’s voices reached new heights.

      Queen Marguerite’s lips curved up into a horrible smile, and she dipped her head. “Good. Then, without further ado, allow me to introduce you all to Bertrand LeClaire.”

      My blood chilled, and my heart skipped a beat. Bertrand was one of the oldest vampires in Eleyta, having seen over seventeen centuries of life. I had only met him once, but I knew him to be a powerful vampire. Like me, Isvana had gifted Bertrand with both wings and shadows.

      It took every ounce of self-control I had to maintain the indifferent expression on my face. I refused to let my fear show. If not for me, then for Luna. She was already scared enough. I couldn’t make this worse.

      Isvana give me strength, I prayed as the sound of a gate rising came from behind me.

      The crowd fell silent, and I released the shadows from beneath my skin as I slowly turned. The Faerie Wine muddled my mind, but I pushed through the murkiness.

      Bertrand LeClaire stepped into the arena, moving with the air of a warrior confident in their skills. He was perhaps half a foot shorter than me, but his shoulders were wider. Like all children of the moon, he was beautiful in an otherworldly fashion. His face was perfectly symmetrical, except for one long silver scar that ran from his forehead, over his left eye, and down his cheek.

      A remnant from his human life, I supposed.

      He wore black armor, and a long silver sword hung from his hand. His wings, though not as dark as mine or Luna’s, sprouted from his back and seemed to absorb the little light given off by the violet orbs.

      Bertrand’s attention locked onto mine, and he smirked as he ran across the arena in a blur. He stopped a few feet away from me, his obsidian eyes glinting in amusement. “I look forward to playing with you, Prince.”

      I snarled, and the ferocious sound echoed around the stadium. “This is not a game, Bertrand.”

      The crowd roared, but I tuned them out as I focused on the champion in front of me. He might have been a powerful vampire and a seasoned warrior, but I was the prince of this gods-damned realm for a reason.

      Luna hadn’t seen me in my full power, but that was about to change. Cracking my neck, I put my hands out on either side of me and summoned my shadows. Luna’s blood still coursed through my veins, feeding my magic, and my shadows flooded out of me like water out of a broken dam until night coated the entire stadium. Then I twisted my hands.

      Two long swords, each made of deadly shadows, formed. Like my wings, they were corporeal, heavy, and very, very real.

      Bertrand raised an eyebrow at my sudden display of power, but rather than being intimidated, he looked amused.

      The queen had chosen him well.

      “The rules to this match are simple.” Queen Marguerite grinned and leaned over the railing as she raised her fingers. “First, no wings. Put them away.”

      She waited until we complied before continuing.

      “Second, I will not tolerate any Persuasion. If there is a hint of that magic, you immediately forfeit the game. Third, when I give the signal, fight as though your life depends on it.” Queen Marguerite looked directly at me and snarled. “Because it does.”

      The onlookers gasped, but I remained still. If Bertrand was surprised, he did not show it.

      “On my count, the fight shall begin. Is there anything either of you would like to say?”

      Bertrand dipped into a low, courtly bow as though we were in a ballroom and not in the middle of an outdoor arena. “It is an honor to fight for you, Your Majesty.”

      She smiled benevolently. “Yes, it is.” Turning, she stared right at me. “Sebastian?”

      I ground my teeth together. “As always, Your Majesty, I am here to do your bidding.”

      Someone in the crowd called out, “Death to the prince!”

      One after another, the onlookers picked up the cheer, until the entire arena was chanting for my demise.

      Their bloodlust was palpable.

      My skin tightened and sweat broke out on the back of my neck, but I refused to let my fear show.

      Instead, I stole one last glance at my wife.

      She gripped the bars of the cage, wide-eyed as she stared at me.

      I had to win this for her.

      Queen Marguerite called out, “Begin!”

      Bertrand cracked his neck. We circled each other, our feet moving silently on the snow.

      He moved left, so did I. I went right, he followed suit.

      No matter where I stood, I was incredibly aware of my wife dangling in the cage above me.

      Bertrand’s movements were slow, casual, and relaxed. It was almost as though he did not care that this was a fight to the death. Or perhaps he was filled with so much confidence that it did not matter to him.

      “They whisper about your skills throughout the Four Kingdoms, Prince Sebastian. But let’s see if you can actually fight.” Bertrand flashed his fangs at me, snarling. The threat was clear: he was here to win.

      I didn’t waste any time waiting to see what he would do. I charged at him, my swords at the ready. Keeping the cage in the back of my mind at all times, I never strayed too far from my wife.

      He met me halfway, his own sword raised.

      Our weapons clashed, the sound of metal against shadow ringing through the arena.

      My opponent was fast, but I was faster.

      The bloodthirsty crowd watched in eager anticipation, waiting for the real show to begin.

      They wanted death? I would give it to them.

      When it came down to it, I would always choose Luna’s life over anyone else’s.

      She was my world.

      I lost myself in the rhythmic dance of death.

      He lunged, and I ducked. He darted to the side, and I swung my swords. On and on, we fought.

      Though I did not dare glance at Luna, I felt her presence behind me. The Binding Mark burned on my arm as the fight dragged on.

      “Is that all you have, Prince?” Bertrand taunted after I nearly sliced through his torso. “I thought you were better than this.”

      In reply, I growled and lifted my swords, swinging for his neck. He crouched, our weapons meeting mid-air. Luna cried out as I danced away from Bertrand’s weapon.

      Time wore on.

      My opponent’s movements lost their gracefulness, and he snarled, frustration evident on his face. The vampire was skilled, but he was tiring. The snow beneath our feet became ice as we trod over it back and forth.

      He swiped at me, and I blocked his blows. My sword grazed his cheek, drawing blood, and he roared. He aimed for my head, and I moved out of the way.

      Our feet pounded on the ground as we waltzed with death itself.

      Suddenly Bertrand lunged forward with a growl. He swung his sword with all his might, aiming for my left flank. The silver weapon gleamed in the purple light, and I darted out of the way.

      Too fast.

      The moment I dodged his sword, I felt a change in my footing. Snow shifted to ice. My foot slipped.

      That was all it took.

      I fell on my back, rolling out of the way just as his sword came crashing down. A muffled scream came from the cage. My heart stuttered. The crowd roared.

      Bertrand was over me in an instant, swinging his sword again. His aim was clear as he sought to strike my neck. I scrambled out of the way, barely managing to bring up my weapons to block his blade.

      Another cry came from Luna, and I looked up at her. Her face was pinched in terror, and she gripped the bars of the cage, pressing her forehead against it.

      That was my mistake.

      Bertrand pounced. His sword fell to the ice with a clatter and he withdrew a wooden stake from a sheath on his thigh. He leaped on me like a wild animal, shoving my shoulders down. My head slammed against the ice, and I struggled against him, but the lock he had around my neck was too powerful.

      A triumphant snarl echoed around the stadium.

      “Any last words, Prince?”
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      My heart raced and tears burned as they ran down my face. I pressed my cheeks against the bars of the cage, struggling against the binds holding me captive. Vampires were supposed to be strong. They were weapons forged out of shadows and darkness. I should have been a fighter, a warrior, someone others feared.

      I shouldn’t have been watching Sebastian as another vampire brought him to the brink of death.

      He gasped for breath, struggling against Bertrand’s grip. The other vampire pressed down on his chest, shifting as he adjusted his grip on the stake.

      No.

      No.

      No.

      Our story wasn’t supposed to end this way. This wasn’t supposed to happen. In books, couples got their happy endings. They got married and had babies and lived happily ever after.

      This was wrong. This shouldn’t have been the way our story finished.

      A red pool formed on the snow beneath me, but I didn’t have time to worry about the tears as I sought the dark magic within me.

      It wasn’t there.

      This cursed prohiberis dust was keeping me from him.

      Sebastian’s sorrowful eyes met mine and darkness poured out of him. I’d never seen him like this, and it scared me more than anything else.

      My heart shattered, and I screamed against the gag.

      Pressing his arm against Sebastian’s windpipe, Bertrand looked up at the queen. “Shall I kill him, Your Majesty?”

      Queen Marguerite gripped the edge of the box, a manic expression on her face. For a moment, I thought she had changed her mind, that maybe she would put an end to this madness.

      Instead, she dipped her head. “Do it.”

      Time seemed to slow as the crowd of vampires clapped.

      “Kill the prince!” someone yelled.

      “Stake him!”

      “Death to the Prince of Darkness!”

      My vision swam, my stomach turned, and bile rose in my throat.

      This was their prince that they wanted dead, and they didn’t care. None of them cared.

      Blood-thirsty monsters, the lot of them. All they wanted was to see his lifeblood drained on the ice beneath him. They didn’t care that he didn’t deserve this, that he was just a tool wielded by the queen.

      They wanted him dead.

      I couldn’t let that happen.

      This wasn’t even about the Tether.

      Sebastian was mine, and I was his.

      Yanking at the ropes that bound my wrists, I strained against them with all my might. They held firm. I pulled, jerked, and twisted my wrists, but I couldn’t break free.

      No.

      This couldn’t be happening.

      Sebastian looked at me again. The roaring audience was loud, but I read his lips as clearly as if he’d whispered the words in my ear. I love you.

      The seconds were slipping by.

      Soon, it would be too late.

      Even now, Bertrand tightened his grip on his wooden stake.

      Time slowed as I watched that piece of wood as if my life depended on it.

      Because it did. Sebastian was my entire life.

      This was more than me. More than the Tether. I hadn’t been able to save Julieta or my family. I couldn’t even wake Marius from his coma.

      But this.

      This I could do. I was not too late for this. I couldn’t be too late. Sebastian had done so much for me.

      Now, it was my turn to help him.

      Closing my eyes, I pushed past the searing pain of the prohiberis and silver dusting the gag. Diving deep within myself, I sought the source of my dark magic.

      Scientifically, this was a fool’s errand. I knew the prohiberis blocked magic, but I refused to give up.

      And so, I searched.

      A thick, murky fog shrouded everything in sight, and even my vampiric senses were blinded. I shoved the fog aside, my heart pounding as I looked for something, anything, that could help me.

      This was taking too long.

      Another part of me watched as my husband thrashed against Bertrand. Laughing cruelly, the other vampire lowered the stake toward Sebastian’s heart.

      “Kill the prince!” the crowd cried out.

      A scream ripped through me.

      No!

      He couldn’t die. This could not be the end. We needed more time. There was so much more we needed to do.

      Help me, Isvana! I prayed. Please, if you were real, help me.

      A heartbeat later, something within me unlocked. The fog moved, giving me a glimpse of a shard of light. Just for a moment, but it was all I needed.

      Again, I cried out, and this time when the fog shifted, I was ready for it. I forced my way through the burning blackness, ignoring the way it seared against my skin.

      Time was running out.

      Focusing on the small shard of light, I pulled on it with all my might.

      My arms burned, but I did not stop.

      Inch by painful inch, that dark, swirling fog retreated until I realized the light was not a light at all.

      Hope sparked within me, and I lunged forward. A radiant, ruby-red rope dangled in the middle of the darkness.

      I yanked on it.

      My eyes opened, and I gasped.

      The ropes and gag remained in place, but shadows swirled around me. My wings protruded from my back, bending against the bars of the cage.

      And my wrist…

      It glowed.

      The red line of the Tether was blindingly bright, and instinctively, I dug deep within myself and shoved as much magic as I could to Sebastian.

      “Death to the prince!” the crowd shouted.

      Queen Marguerite cackled, and the sound sent shivers down my spine.

      The wooden stake inched closer to Sebastian’s heart.

      And then my prince’s eyes widened. The Binding Mark burned, and the same red light glowed on his wrist.

      More.

      He needed more.

      I gave him all I had.

      And then he roared.

      The sound was violent and vicious and promised death and destruction to all who stood against him.

      Shadows rolled off Sebastian like clouds during a thunderstorm, covering the entire arena. The violet orbs shattered and the audience’s cries turned from bloodlust to fear. A deep, animalistic snarl echoed through the arena.

      A bone-chilling scream came from below me.

      Then there was nothing but silence and darkness.
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      My heart thundered as a dark magic that did not belong to me thrummed in my veins. Strength filled my limbs, and I bucked against Bertrand. He growled, the stake inches from my heart, as I flipped us around in one swift movement.

      Grabbing the stake, I wrenched it from his grasp and shoved it into his heart. He had not been going to show me any mercy, so I returned the favor. He gasped, his fingers grasping at my neck desperately. Nails dug into my skin, drawing blood, but I held the stake in place.

      The Tether glowed on my wrist, and more of that dark magic flooded through me.

      Luna.

      Somehow, she was doing this.

      My shadows bowed to my commands, blanketing us in a night so thick, not even the Light Elf magic could pierce the blackness.

      I didn’t want anyone to see the glowing light of the Tether.

      Bertrand struggled and thrashed against me, his life slowly draining out of him, until finally he stopped.

      Power, stronger than anything I had ever felt before, ran through my veins.

      With a snarl, I ripped Bertrand’s head from his shoulders and threw it to the side. There would be no doubting who won this tournament. No way anyone could contest it.

      Bertrand was dead.

      I won.

      Luna and I were safe.

      For now.

      Drawing the shadows back into myself, I stood.

      Silence as thick as mud fell upon the arena as hundreds of gleaming eyes stared at me. The same voices that had called for my death mere moments before were now silent.

      Luna’s cage creaked as the wind blew and anger bubbled in my veins.

      Ignoring everyone else, I glared at the queen’s box.

      “Well, Your Majesty?” I thundered. “Your champion is dead. I won.”

      Queen Marguerite stood at the edge of her viewing platform, gripping the railing with white-knuckled hands. Her long hair swirled in the wind, and violence radiated off her.

      The vampire queen was death personified. Her eyes were pits, her shadows crawled over her. Her skin was more pale than I’d ever seen, and that ruby flashed ominously.

      I stared at her, unwilling to look away.

      Now, my promise was fulfilled. I’d done everything she asked.

      She and I were over.

      The vampire queen tilted her head, studying me intently. I did not move under her scrutiny. After a minute, she brought her hands together and slowly clapped. The crowd soon picked up the action, the sound filling the arena.

      “We have a winner,” the queen proclaimed.

      Feet stomped, and vampires yelled their approval. Still, I did not dare look away from the queen. Her words might have been pleasant, but her eyes still spoke of death.

      “Release my wife.” My voice echoed around the arena, and the crowd fell silent once again.

      “She’s not hurt, Sebastian.” Queen Marguerite had the audacity to look amused. “The Faerie Wine will wear off. I just thought you could use the extra incentive—”

      “Let. Her. Go.” The words escaped me on a snarl as I bent, pulling the stake from Bertrand’s unmoving chest.

      “Sebastian—”

      “Now.” I didn’t recognize my voice as it echoed through the arena.

      My shadows beat a furious tempo in my veins, and I glared at the queen. I wasn’t sure what she saw on my face, but a flicker of fear passed across her features.

      She reached into the pocket of her cloak. “Fine.” She sighed dramatically as if this were an inconvenience and nothing more. “Lower the cage.”

      Wood creaked, and then the rope holding the birdcage descended. When it touched the ground, a golden key sailed toward me.

      I leaped, catching the key in midair.

      It fit. The satisfying sound of tumbling locks reached my ears, and I ripped a strip of fabric off my tunic. Wrapping my hand in it, I yanked the silver padlock down. Even through the cloth, my hand burned, but it didn’t matter.

      Nothing mattered.

      I threw the silver padlock away and opened the door. The moment there was enough room, Luna stumbled into my arms.

      I ripped away her bindings, and she gasped, collapsing against me.

      “It’s okay,” I murmured, embracing her trembling body against me. “You’re safe now.”

      “Isn’t this nice?” Queen Marguerite’s voice came from right behind me, and I sucked in a breath.

      In one swift movement, I gripped Luna and moved us around until I was facing the queen. I would never turn my back on her again.

      Luna whimpered my name, and my heart shattered at the sound.

      I needed to get her away from here.

      The queen’s eyes swept over us with interest. “You know, Sebastian, some might say that the two of you make the perfect couple.”

      Rage boiled within me. Whatever game she was playing, I had no interest in it. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

      She smirked, and alarm bells rang within me. We needed to leave. Whatever she had planned wasn’t over.

      “If it pleases you, Your Majesty,”—I forced the words through clenched teeth—“my wife and I would take our leave. I need to bring her home and look after her.”

      Luna trembled against me, fear and hunger coming through the bond in equal measurements.

      The queen raised a brow. “You wish to leave? Don’t you want to stay for a celebratory drink?”

      “Not particularly,” I clipped out.

      She made a sound of disappointment, her mouth contorting into a mockery of a frown. “Not even for your mother?”

      She wasn’t my mother anymore. She had forsaken all titles related to me.

      Before I could tell her off, two dozen vampires wearing the queen’s livery materialized out of the shadows. Each was armed with a silver sword, and every one of them stared at us. I recognized several of them, but when I looked into their faces, I knew none of them would stand by my side.

      Queen Marguerite raised a shoulder. “I’m afraid I must insist.”
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        * * *

      

      The queen’s personal antechamber was dark. Dawn was still a few hours off, and there weren’t any Favorites to be seen. The guards had disappeared into the Void the moment I agreed to return to the castle, but I had a feeling they would return in an instant if summoned.

      Luna and I stood hand-in-hand in the middle of the room, waiting to be called on.

      Queen Marguerite lounged on a velvet chaise, her gown flowing around her like a pool of ink. Her eyes were closed, and she was unmoving, pretending to be asleep.

      It was all a ruse.

      Five minutes passed. Ten. A half-hour. When nearly three-quarters of an hour had gone by, I stepped forward.

      To hell with waiting. She’d already put us through enough.

      “What do you want from us?” I asked, my voice lacking all cordiality. I had left it in the snow with Bertrand’s head.

      Queen Marguerite peeked open an eye, sighing as she moved into a sitting position.

      “Ciro was a bastard,” she said, referring to the priest who had married, Bound, and Tethered Luna and me together without our permission.

      “I killed him,” was my only response. I did not need to be here for this. Tonight had been long enough. “I killed Bertrand as well and I’ve proved my loyalty. Can we please leave?”

      Queen Marguerite exhaled, picking at the red ruby hanging around her throat and moving it back and forth as it caught the violet light.

      “I always thought you were a dutiful son,” she said, completely ignoring my request. “Even when Athena died, you did what you were told. You always did what you were told.” She regarded me as her lips folded into a sneer. “Until her.”

      Malice dripped from the queen’s voice, and Luna stiffened. “I was sold into this marriage. This wasn’t my choice.” She glanced at me. “I love you, but—”

      “I know,” I reassured my wife. “Grain and an army. That was the agreed-upon price for our union.”

      I never would have imagined I would find love within our match.

      “The price was far too high!” the queen screeched. She flew off the chaise in fury as her wings exploded from her back. “You ruined everything, you conniving little bookish bitch. You stole my son from me, taking his heart and making it soft.”

      Luna shook her head. “No, I—”

      “Lies!” Queen Marguerite screamed. “You think I don’t know about your visit to Rivin? Those ridiculous beings who refused to drink human blood were poor excuses for vampires.”

      Horrified, I stared at the queen.

      “What did you do?” Luna whispered.

      “I took care of them.” Queen Marguerite sneered. “They were infecting my son with lies about who he was. What he was. Now they cannot spread their poison anymore.”

      Luna trembled, but this time, fear was nowhere to be seen. Anger flooded through the Binding Mark, and her voice was sharp as she snapped, “They weren’t hurting anyone!”

      “They hurt me!” The queen stomped her foot. “They acted like they were better than everyone else, just because they refused to live the way Isvana made us.” Loathing was etched on her countenance, and shadows slipped from her palms. “I have it on good authority that when they died, their screams could be heard for miles.”

      Luna gasped, stumbling back a step.

      “Enough!” I roared.

      A crazed laugh slipped from the queen, and she shook her head. “Don’t you see? I was trying to save you, my son.”

      Queen Marguerite was certifiably insane.

      “I don’t need saving,” I said. “There’s nothing wrong with me.”

      Luna was the best thing that ever happened to me. She was my entire reason for existing.

      “You’re wrong.” Queen Marguerite raised a finger and pointed it at Luna. “You need saving from that bitch’s lies,” she hissed. “It’s that Tether! She’s poisoned your mind, forcing you to Make her.”

      “It wasn’t like that!” Luna insisted. “We—”

      “Do not lie to me.” The queen threw a vase against the wall, and it smashed into smithereens. “You can tell me it wasn’t on purpose, but I know what you were about. The two of you spent weeks in the libraries, researching the Tether. I don’t know how you found it, but I know you learned about the soul sharing.”

      “What?” The question burst out of me and Luna at the same time. I had no idea what she was talking about. Soul sharing?

      “Tethered partners can share power,” Queen Marguerite seethed. “Everyone knows that. Is that why you Made her?” Clutching the red ruby, she screamed, “I will not stand by and let you steal my throne! I did not sell my soul just to lose it all to some bookworm!”

      “We don’t want it.” Luna stumbled back a step, shaking her head. “We just want to leave.”

      “That won’t be happening.” The queen’s voice was quiet, cold, and brimming with uncontained violence. “I tried to be calm about this. I thought I could ensure that someone else was responsible for the bitch’s death. But clearly, everyone else is incompetent.” She stepped toward Luna. “I’m just going to have to kill you myself.”

      My wings burst from my back at the same time as Luna’s. Shadows streamed from us both, darkening the room as the queen’s bitter fury tainted the air. I growled, my chest tightening as I drew Luna back, marking the exits.

      I was fast, but the queen was faster. Screaming like a banshee, she lunged at us both. Her hand wrapped around Luna’s throat, pulling her out of my grip.

      “I’m going to rip your head off!” the queen screamed, slamming my wife into the wall.

      The pictures shook with the impact, and my heart squeezed.

      This was all too familiar a scene.

      Before I could do anything other than yell, a tug came from deep inside me.

      When I looked at Luna, I couldn’t believe my eyes.

    

  







            Let Her Come
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LUNA

        

      

    

    
      For the second time in my life, Queen Marguerite’s nails dug into my neck.

      But this time, I was not defenseless. I was not alone.

      My Tethered Partner was by my side, and whether she meant to or not, the queen had given us the tools to protect ourselves.

      The first time I lent Sebastian power in the arena, I did not know what I was doing. That was no longer the case.

      Soul sharing, she called it.

      That made sense. We were two halves of the same whole.

      Yanking on the bond between us, I drew his strength toward me. Sebastian did not fight me. Instead, he shadowed next to me, lacing our hands together. He pushed more magic to me. My veins filled with so much power, it felt like I was going to explode.

      The line of the Tether glowed on my wrist, and that brilliant red light filled the room.

      Queen Marguerite screamed in a language I did not speak, a wild look taking over her face as her hands frantically scratched at my neck.

      Darkness edged my vision as I shoved the shadows out of me, using them to create a wall between the queen and me.

      More. I needed more.

      At first, the barrier was little more than slivers of dark air separating the two of us. I forced as much power into it as I could. Survival was my only thought. We had to get out of here.

      With every passing second, the wall of shadow grew, until the queen’s grip on my throat loosened.

      Invigorated by the fact that we weren’t yet dead, I drew even more power from Sebastian and thrust it at the queen. Her eyes were impossibly wide, and her hands flailed as our combined power threw her at the opposite wall. She landed with a sickening crunch, her spine snapping as she fell in a heap.

      Sebastian tugged me towards him, but I stared at the queen. “Is she…”

      Queen Marguerite’s back cracked as she clutched her red ruby. Like a horrible, undead beast, she stood on shaky, broken limbs.

      “Guards!” she shrieked.

      The doors banged open, and a dozen armed vampires swarmed the room.

      Sebastian swore colorfully, tugging on me as shadows flooded out of him. He pulled us into the Void so fast, my head spun.

      The last thing I heard before everything went black was the queen’s scream. “Find them!”
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        * * *

      

      The moment my feet landed on the familiar wooden floors of the cabin, I collapsed to the ground.

      My wings slumped behind me, and I struggled to breathe. My entire body trembled, and cold ran through my veins as hunger and exhaustion warred within me.

      Sebastian dropped to the ground beside me. “Look at me, Luna.”

      Swallowing, I lifted my gaze to his. He raised his wrist to his mouth and bit.

      Understanding flooded through me, and I moved until my back rested against the wall. My head could barely remain upright as I lifted my trembling wrist to my lips, biting down hard.

      “Here,” I whispered.

      He moved next to me, and together, we fed. The moment his blood entered me, strength ran through my veins. Soon, I felt… fine. Far faster than should have been normal.

      Within a few minutes, the shaking subsided and I could breathe once more.

      Eventually, I released his wrist.

      “We can’t stay here,” I whispered.

      “I know.” Shadows swirled around him, and he opened his arms. “Come here, Luna.”

      I crawled into the safety of Sebastian’s embrace. He held me close, his arms wrapping around me as he rested his chin on my head.

      “Where can we go?”

      “Nowhere is safe,” he said. “The queen’s hand is everywhere in Eleyta. We could leave—”

      “No.” That wasn’t an option. “We can’t leave. Marius is here, and the Wasting Illness is affecting the humans in the villages. Running away wouldn’t be right.”

      Sebastian drew in a deep breath. “If we stay, the queen will come for us.”

      Visions of that horrible sneer flashed before my eyes.

      Would I be willing to go through that again?

      Even as the thought crossed my mind, I knew the answer.

      A thousand times, I would fight if it meant doing the right thing. Not everyone in Eleyta was evil. Rivin had taught me that. There were humans that needed help, and the queen was obviously not the right person for that.

      And then there was the soul sharing.

      Opening my hand, I let a shadow dance over my palm. “Let her come.”

      Sebastian was silent.

      I shifted off his lap to kneel in front of him on the floor. “You once told me the Tether could be considered a blessing or a curse. Do you remember?”

      He nodded. “Of course.”

      “I think it’s high time we see it as a blessing.” Picking up his arm, I ran my fingers over the Binding Mark. “The queen’s paranoia has grown to epic proportions. She might be powerful, but we have each other.”

      “The soul sharing,” he murmured.

      My lips twitched. “Who knows? Maybe this was Isvana’s plan all along.”

      As soon as I mentioned the goddess’s name, I jumped to my feet. “Oh, my gods. I almost forgot.”

      Running out the door, my feet crunched on the moonlit snow as I turned the corner. Falling to my knees in front of the garden, fresh tears lined my eyes. Sebastian’s hand landed on my back, and he kneeled beside me.

      A tiny plant, barely two inches high, sprouted out of the snow. It was small and too young to pick, but four distinctive triangular leaves caught my attention. The sight had me falling to my knees, my heart staggering as I stared at it.

      Sebastian sucked in a breath. “Is that—”

      “Syndra’s plant,” I answered. “This is it. This is the answer. Running from our problems won’t help anything. We have to face them head-on.”

      “The queen won’t go down without a fight, Luna,” he warned.

      “I know. The data is clear: she will fight tooth and nail using every weapon in her arsenal. But this has gone too far.” I laced our fingers together, running my thumb over his. “What if this is the reason we were brought together?” I inhaled deeply, my voice growing with confidence with each word I spoke. “Keven and Zephyra both spoke of the Wielder of Shadows. That has to be you. This is our destiny.”

      His eyes swept over me. “I don’t want to lose you, Luna.”

      I placed his hand on my heart. “You won’t. Our bond is greater than death and life. Greater than the queen and her antics. Greater than the Tether.”

      Minutes crawled by as his eyes searched mine. I would not force him into this, though. We were partners, and we had to make decisions together.

      Eventually, he ran his hand through his hair. “Chances are, we’ll lose.”

      “That’s a pessimistic take on things.” I frowned. “You don’t think—”

      “You didn’t let me finish, Luna,” he interrupted me. “Chances are we’ll lose, but at least this way, we can try to change things for the better.” He smirked. “Besides, I may have already vowed to kill the queen, so this works rather nicely into that.”

      I stared at him. “Why didn’t you say anything before?”

      “I didn’t want to force you into anything,” he said. “I would never drag you into a situation where you didn’t want to be, vow or not.”

      Ridiculous, sweet vampire.

      “So it’s decided. We’re going to kill the queen.” The corner of my lips tilted up, and I ran my tongue over my fangs. “What should we do first?”

      A glimmer appeared in Sebastian’s eyes, and he helped me to my feet. “I have an idea.”

      His fingers landed beneath my chin, and he drew me towards him. Our mouths met in a fierce, fiery kiss.

      There was no doubt in my mind that the challenges and dangers we’d faced in the past few weeks would pale compared to what was to come. For the first time since waking up a vampire, I knew my purpose.

      I was the Sunwalker, and Sebastian and I were going to kill Queen Marguerite and set Eleyta free from her dark reign.

      Or we would die trying.

      

      
        
        The End… for now

        Thank you for reading Tormented!

      

        

      
        Reviews are so important to indie authors. If you enjoyed this story, it would mean the world to me if you’d leave one for this book to help other people find this story as well.

      

        

      
        Not done with me? Come hang out with me and my readers on Facebook! Join Elayna R. Gallea’s Reader Group
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IN A WORLD WHERE DARKNESS REIGNS, THE COST OF LOVE IS ETERNAL.

        

      

    

    
      Luna and Sebastian’s story ends in Treasured (and there will be a happy ending).
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      Coming End of Fall 2023. Reserve your copy now!

      Not done in this world? I have another series that takes place in the same world and at the same time as Tethered.
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OUT NOW!
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      She refuses to be bound to anyone; he’s trying to find freedom.

      Aileana is the king’s pet. She has lived her entire life in a tower, waiting for the day she will be forced to marry his son.

      When that day arrives, she has a plan. Armed with her daggers and her desire for freedom, she runs from the king and his deadly power.

      Xander has spent his entire life on the run. He doesn’t need anyone or anything, certainly not a mate. But when his path crosses with a feisty elf, nothing will ever be the same again.

      He has secrets to keep. She wants to leave Ithenmyr behind and not look back.

      Fate has other plans for them both.

      This Rapunzel retelling is a slow burn, enemies-to-lovers high fantasy romance and is filled with banter, fated mates, fake marriage, and world-building.

      Books 1-4 of this series are out now.
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